
        
            
                
            
        

    
ACCLAIM FOR TERRY KEYS’ NOVELS
CHAINED GUILT

The author of this book had me riveted almost from the first
page.
The protagonist, David Porter, is a detective on the
Houston Police force, and an expert at catching serial
killers. He is revered world-wide. It’s David’s job to figure
out who is killing the children so that one more “serial killer”
can be expunged from society.

If you enjoy a mystery and being an amateur detective, you
will have every opportunity to test your skills as you attempt
to figure out, along with David, who is actually doing the
killing.

Someone has also messed with David Porter’s life now that
his wife is being held captive, and no one knows where she
is. Now his work has become personal.

Be prepared for surprises along the way
. If you’re like me,
the biggest surprise will be at the very end when David’s life
seems to come back together.


This is an extremely well written book. The characters are
very well defined, great plot, excellent flow to the story and
right from the first page it is nonstop action with twists and
turns that grabs the reader's total attention. Readers will not
want to put this book down until the last word is read. On to
the next book written by Mr. Keys. THANKS MR. KEYS


Not usually into detective stories... could be because I am a
retired investigator. Once I started this, I could not put it
down. Within a few pages, I was hooked. Characters were
well described and say to identify with. Every chapter
brought a new twist. By the end, I was hooked with this
author. Have already started book 2

Amazing plot... just kept me hooked. Utterly believable
characters locked in an incredible situation of crazed
revenge. Though the perpetrator is revealed soon to the
reader, the unravelling of the mystery to the protagonists
keeps us reading far into the night.

This book is not for the faint of heart! Some things will stop
your heart and curl your toes. Detective Porter, main
character, did something in college that has yanked
someone’s chain hard and he is gonna pay for it. He is a
brilliant detective, but this is a tangled web he has stepped
into, and the killer(s) are taking prisoners or not. Beware.
You will be staying up to finish the book!


THE MISSING

Thank you for a new character, Mr. Keys. Too bad David
Foster was out of the country as the two men could make
really good partners in the police field. I like Tanner Storm
because he is tough yet a little vulnerable. That's a good
combination. He is sharp as a tack and very likeable. I'm so
glad that you mixed a little romance with the serial killings
because it helped lift the tension created by Jim Harris. A
good page turner introducing a new character. I hope this
will become a series. Get this book, you won't be sorry! Mr.
Keys is a talented writer.

The Missing is another great story from Terry Keys! It's
short, faced paced, and a great little page turner. I sat down
to a rainy Saturday morning to drink my coffee, and had
read over half the book before taking my first drink! Loved
this!

Wow! What a narrative. T
he author doesn’t disappoint
when it comes to delving into the mind of a serial killer, who
is slowly becoming the faultless executioner but difficult to
catch. The tough, ex-military, and forthright Private
Detective Tanner Storm is hired by a PI Agency and is
handed his first two cases: chasing after cheating husbands
but a sudden spin arises, where some inconsistent, multicomplex, multi-racial characters, bona fide dialogue, eerie
settings and sudden flashbacks shift the story in a different
direction that will set in motion a past unsolved crime and
its connection to the present, exposing physical and sexual
assault, mental illness, domestic discord, lust,

abandonment, betrayal, secrets and lies, and shocking 
revelations, building up to an ending that will leave you
blindsided, reminding us to never judge a book by its cover.
If you love plot-driven suspense with so many twists and
turns, you’ll love reading this stunning narrative.

The story itself is very twisted with a new hire PI who wants
to have a down low job after losing his wife and his trust in
most people and a seriously sick and demented serial killer.
It is fast paced with no slow areas, a couple of great twists
and an ending that wasn't expected. I wanted more! I was
hooked from page one. It is a very quick read and will leave
you wanting more. I can't wait to read more with this
character. I have read a couple of this authors books and
have not been disappointed. He is now one of my favorite
authors.

Take one creepy predator, add one blunt-talking and witty
P.I., stir it up with a lovely lady, a hard-nosed boss, and a
two-year crime spree and you have a book that captures
you in the first chapter and doesn’t let go until you’ve read
the last page. Then you want more.

Tanner Storm has his own demons buried deep and just
wants to work where he can concentrate on one case at a
time and go home at night. Then chance hands him a
mystery that will keep him engrossed almost 24/7. His boss
owes the chief of police a favor, and he wants Storm to take 
the case. Several school teachers are gone but the cases
are eerily similar. Storm delves into their files and begins
the search for answers. He quickly develops a hunch, but
hunches don’t count, he must continue to follow the path to
find the culprit.

A well-written story with a loveable hero, this story would
deserve 5 stars if the book were a bit longer and the trail to
the culprit a bit more convoluted. All in all, though, it is a
great story and I’m looking forward to another Tanner
Storm mystery.


LIE NO MORE

Think Twilight Zone!
��do do do do��do do do do�� A wife,
Candice, in total denial for 6 months to a year. A 17-yearold son, Max, who understands more than he should. A
husband, John, who is a selfish pig. At one time this was a
happy family.

This quick read will make you dizzy with the twists and
turns. An imaginative and clever storyline, “lie no more” is a
well-written, shocking, and enthralling dark drama.
This book boggles your mind. You think one thing but the
next chapter has another twist going. This continues back
and forth until the big climaxes at the end. I never saw them
coming! Just the kind of book that I like. Mr. Keys knows
how to give us what we are looking for in a thriller! Fast
paced and keeps you thinking about the plot long after you
have read the book.

Oh my, there was quite an unexpected shock at the end of
this well written, fast paced book! Although I hated this
wife's laissez faire attitude toward her husband after finding
out about his infidelity, I did like her take charge attitude
with his paramour. I'm not sure I've ever had such a
love/hate relationship with an ending before though!

Just when you think you have figured it out, the story takes
another fast turn. Candice thinks her marriage is just going
through a rough spot. But soon, things start downhill and
only continue to speed up.


DEATH TOLL RISING

Detective David Porter, WOW! He is everything you would
want a man to be. Former Army Ranger, tall, dark, and
handsome (I've decided); best of all, he is a great familyman and friend. From his education and years of
experience, he really excels at catching the bad guys.
Houston, Texas, Major Crimes Division is David's mancave!

Over sixteen leaders from different countries were
gathering in Houston for the "First Religious International
Summit". The Secret Service are responsible for security;
the you-know-what hits the fan when the Prime Minister of
Japan suddenly falls dead while being "entertained"  in
Chinatown. Houston PD and the FBI join the Secret Service
in trying to figure out who killed him, and how they did it.
David's boss calls him back from a much-needed family
vacay, and tells him to solve this murder before things
become worse! And damn, if things don't get much, much
worse!

This storyline is very complex (yay), interesting, and filled
with surprises! "Death Toll Rising", by Author Terry Keys, is
a roller-coaster-ride of thrills, suspense, and unrelenting
action! Great characterizations and dialogue; an absorbing
and marvelously entertaining read!

I had never read a Terry Keys work or a David Porter story
before trying Death Toll Rising. That is to tell you that I fell
in love with detective Porter and his supporting cast of
characters. Terry Keys's writing style was imminently
readable, a good old-fashioned pulp novel, fast moving and
believable. I always worry when I read a book 4 and have
not read any of the previous 3 books. Authors tend to
spend copious time reminding you of the previous stories.
Not Terry Keys; he uses three words to let you know that
Porter's wife Miranda had something previously happen to
her...read the other book if you want to find out what it was
about. It was not germane to this novel. Same thing with
other characters, like the FBI guy...let's move on. Thank
you, Terry Keys.

I give the first two-thirds of the book 5 stars, it moves so
quickly and the story is so good. I wanted to give the last
third 4 stars, because of the politics. Really, the secret
service is not going to demand to see the backpack the girl
is caring into the White House? Because she is a pretty girl
and the president's sister says to leave her alone? I don't
think so. Scoring the book: The average is 4.6...rounded it
up to 5!!!

Seriously, I really enjoyed this book and look forward now
to reading Terry Keys's other works. BTW, this has movie
written all over it...

A political thriller that slowly builds up to an explosive
international incident, where Detective David Porter and his
team are called in, off the record, to find out who is
responsible for the assassination of the Prime Minister of
Japan. This well-written narrative is loaded with

complicated, authentic, and wide-ranging characters
bringing into play lots of twists and blows, deceit, terrorism,
secrets, lies, and leaks. With so much criminal activities
and government corruption, money, greed, suspicion, and
betrayal seem to rule, where the media would rather rush to
put out a story without doing an in-depth investigation and
where nothing is quite as it seems. The author weaves into
the narrative a blend of factual events that exposes
xenophobia, and unawareness but what makes this story a
page-turning read is the merging of suspense, mystery,
revenge, intrigue, and mind altering tactics, creating an
explosive ending that will shock you to the core. If you are a
fan of Alex Cross, you will enjoy reading this book because
there are so many similarities between Cross and Porter in
the way they handle their affairs.

This well composed story of thrilling combat with Islamic
jihadists begins in Ch.1 with a tale of endearing
relationships of a loving American family, inducing the
reader to identify with, and care about, the family’s welfare.

As indicated in the Amazon book description, the Islamic
jihadists kill some world leaders, staged in such a manner
that the murders are blamed on Americans. And this puts
the U.S. in the nuclear crosshairs of other nations.

The father of the American family, David Porter, is a wellknown, accomplished police detective who joins federal
agents in their attempt to find and fight the terrorists. Both
the finding and fighting become horrendous.

The terrorists’ clever plots then threaten not only the
leaders of other nations but of our own, no thanks to her
sentimental, ambitious reporter sister who plays right into
their terrible trap.

As Porter’s time runs out, the escalation with Islamic
terrorists increases.
While this is a standalone book, I’m sure we’ll be hearing
more about the blood-thirsty jihadist El Printo and his
minions, and maybe even about the unfortunate Rael, at
least I hope so.
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Foreword
One
day
very
soon
I
hope
that
our 
lawmakers and parents become outraged enough
to  make swift and drastic changes in regards to 
addressing mass school shootings and how we
parent/raise
our  children.  Talk
is
cheap
and
everyone has been talking way too long – we
need action.  No  politics, no hidden agendas, no 
lobbyists – action.  If our  children are really our 
most precious resource we sure as hell aren’t
acting like it.  We need to  ban together, address
the issues and work towards a  solution.  Or we
can keep on our current course and wait for the
inevitable headline to  flash across our  screens
again – 21  students slain in school shooting. I’d
like to explain the purpose for writing this book –
my purpose.  Yes, I am an author.  Yes, I write
books to  entertain and tell stories.  And along
with that I am compensated monetarily for those
efforts.  Outside of compensation my goal with
this story is to  reach someone – be it a teacher, 
student,  lawmaker
or
just a  concerned-citizen
smarter
than
me.  Someone
braver
than
me, 
someone with a  broad enough platform and a 
resilient
enough determination to  pick-up  the
mantle and fight until our students – our children
are safer at school.  Reform is needed in three
areas
-
the
schools,  with
students
and
with
parents.  We
need a  mass overhaul.  We need
societal change.  We’ve reached a  monumental
crossroad – Americans are either going to make
grand changes to our way of life or merely accept
this is who  we are and what we are willing to 
accept
now
and
forever.  There
ground
here.
Any decent
writer
researching
people,  places,  events –
possibly
doing interviews, reading articles etc. My efforts
for this novel were no  different.  I live in south
Texas – the Gulf coast area to be exact. Over the
past few months – I’ve visited a few dozen high
school and middle school campuses during the
school day. None of my visits were announced. I
drove through parking lots before school, during
and after just to  see what type of resistance (or
not) that I would face or encounter. What I found
shouldn’t startle anyone.  I was never stopped, 
approached or questioned about why I was there
or who  I was.  And there were several schools, 
that
after a  few visits,  I probably could have
walked right in wearing a backpack and blended
right in. By now most have heard about the Santa 
Fe high school shooting in 2018. I live very close
to  that
high
school.  So  close in fact that my
daughter’s school was placed on lockdown as
well. There was fear that the shooter may head to 
her school next. I’ve gotten the text now way too
many times. Daddy our school is on lockdown and we
don’t know why  – I love you.That isn’t some cool
sentence that I added for dramatic effect. It’s an
is no  middle

spends time
actual text that I’ve gotten four to five times now
between both of my children.  It’s chilling, 
frightening and leaves you breathlessly awaiting
the next text. Which could be minutes or an hour. 
And for many parents that next text never comes. 

But let’s not pretend that school security is
the
only problem or even the main problem. 
Having
a  lock on
my door doesn’t suddenly
make a  thief an honest person.  It just puts an
added
barrier
between
him
and
me.  School
security measures need to be bolstered but it will
just be another barrier in the cat and mouse game
of good vs evil.  Just another lock that the thief
will have to pick.

So  now to  address the other elephant in
the room.  Why are today’s students willing to 
pick up  a  weapon,  plan a  massacre and then
carry it
out
versus fifty years ago? What has
changed?

Are the rules governing God and prayer in
school different? Yes.

Bullying has always existed but was there
also social media amplifying it? No. 

Has
the
use
of
weapons become
more
mainstream? Yes.

Have
parenting
laws/social
norms
changed? Yes.

Did video games where killing or robbing
people for sport or fun exist? No.

Did
violent
music
advocating
raping, 
murdering or being violent to  others in general
exist? No.

Did the worldwide web where access to 
how-to videos, articles and websites exist? No.

I
could
go  on
but
you  get
the
point. 
Today’s high school aged kid is graduating from
and into a different world than existed fifty years
ago.  The technology has advanced faster than
educators or parents have.  Our parenting skills
and techniques have not evolved fast or efficient
enough to keep up. 

There is a  different set of influences on
today’s children from a  variety of different
places.  Thus leading to  a  different end result. 
First, we must be willing to not only admit that
but to admit this has to be addressed. 

School shootings will not stop if we only
address bolstering school security and we would
be foolish and willfully ignorant if we believe it
would. 

This
at
a  bare
minimum
is a  two-fold
issue. We need to start locking car doors yes - but
would be thieves need rehabilitation. Or they are
just going to figure out how to pick the new lock
and rob again. 

You can put all of the bells and whistles on
the
school
to  protect
it.  What
about
football
games?
Track meets?
Bonfires? Beach parties?
House
parties?
Proms?
Graduations?
Movie
theaters?

There
are
many
events
where
large
numbers of students are gathered. 

Schools need to work on added measures
to improve security. But we also need to address
the
many reasons why/how a  student would
reach a  boiling point and carryout this heinous
act of violence and help fix our broken children. 
Honestly, of the two, this is the bigger issue. 
Guns regardless of how difficult or not they are
to  get access to;  or schools regardless of how
difficult
they are
to  pull this off are not the
primary issue.  They are secondary issues that
play a  major role.  We need to  fix our  flawed
societal
norms regarding entertainment,  social
media,  the
internet
and
laws
and
take
back
control of how our kids are being influenced and
targeted by these factions. Until we address this
as
a 
culture
there aren’t enough security
measures we can put in place to  stop a hurting
teenager that is ready to lash out. Simply blaming
the schools at that point becomes a cop out.

The days for thoughts and prayers (and
nothing else) need to be over. A few years back
my family’s home was destroyed by Hurricane
Harvey due to  flooding.  What we needed and
received
members
showed up at my home with tools in hand to rip 
out sheetrock and carpet.  We spent days piling
our  furniture,  appliances and other belongings
into six foot tall heaps onto our sidewalk. It was a 
painful
time
for
us
but
we
needed
action. 
Thoughts and prayers were a  nice gesture but
they didn’t help get my family back on our feet –
action
did.  Think
about
how
you  felt
after
Columbine. Really think about all of the thoughts
and emotions that you went through. The shock
factor
rivaled
that
of
9/11  –
something that
completely
blindsided
us
all
and
left
us
speechless.  School
shootings
now
happen
so 
frequently that they no longer carry that level of
disbelief. Nor do we spend as much time reading
about it or trying to  learn all of the details.  Or
wondering
if
it
will
happen
again – we’ve
accepted that
it
will
happen
again.  The only
questions are where and how many will be killed
or injured. Sadly it’s commonplace now. Students
walking into  their high school and murdering
their
classmates
is
commonplace
in
America. 
Read that sentence again. Think about this - when
Japan attacked Pearl Harbor was there a  swift
from
neighbors,  friends
and
family
(strangers
too)
was
action.  People
radical response? When militant terrorists flew
planes into the World Trade Center was there a 
swift radical response? When the New England
Patriots were accused of deflating footballs to 
gain an unfair advantage was there a response?
Punishment? Rule changes? When a  hurricane
devastates
a  community –
the
government
quickly

swiftly

declares it
a  disaster
area  and aid is
administered. 
Americans
respond
smartly,  quickly and aggressively when we want
to.  Some may say those examples are national
catastrophes with dire consequences… and
they’d be right.  But when did we decide that
children being shot down at school shouldn’t also 
fall into that category? We haven’t acted swiftly, 
quickly or aggressively to fix this problem yet.

We also need bi-partisan teamwork to help 
pass swift common sense safety measures in our 
schools regardless of the cost. But Terry - we don’t
have
the
money?
Yes we
do.  Perform
a  quick
Google search – How much US President spends 
playing golf. I don’t care if you are a Democrat or 
a  Republican - both parties’ leaders are guilty. 
Take the golf money and spend it here. Problem
solved. I’m willing to bet that you’ll still have a 
few dollars left over to get a round of eighteen in
Mr. President.

Parents,  educators and friends – we all
need to become more invasive. Humans are nosy
by nature
but
the
times when we should be
prying the most we aren’t.  There was a  time
where parents knew all of their kid’s friends and
their
parents.  Who  they enjoyed hanging out
with.  Most parents today can’t name their kids
favorite bands.  They don’t log into  their kids
phones. They don’t monitor their internet usage. 
They don’t monitor their social media presence. I
know because I’m a  parent to  two  teen-aged
children. Their friends frequent my house, and I 
listen to  them talk.  I listen to  them cry out for
help  in their various ways.  I see how broken
many of them are. Or I attend a football game or
a  track meet from a  team comprised of thirty
students and I see four  sets of parents in the
stands.  Week after
week – game
after
game. 
Parents
need
to  take
back
over
the
role
of
parenting and yank it back from cell phones and
laptops.  Back
from
the
Facebooks,  Twitters, 
Instagrams and Snapchats of the world.  Those
were never intended to  be babysitters or were
they?
One
day
very
soon
I
hope
that
our 
lawmakers and parents become outraged enough
to  make swift and drastic changes in regards to 
addressing mass school shootings and how we
parent/raise
our  children.  Talk
is
cheap
and
everyone has been talking way too long – we
need action.  No  politics, no hidden agendas, no 
lobbyists – action.  If our  children are really our 
most precious resource we sure as hell aren’t
acting like it. Talk is cheap. Ban together address
the issues and work towards a  solution.  Or we
can keep on our current course and wait for the
inevitable headline to  flash across our  screens
again – 21 students slain in school shooting.

So  what do  I really hope to achieve with
this book? I want a  kid that is suffering with
depression - that has been too afraid to  talk to 
someone to  realize they are not alone.  I want
them to find the courage to seek out help. I want
them to  understand that depression isn’t their
fault and that it doesn’t make them less of a 
person. I want a parent that has been too afraid to 
engage in such difficult conversations, too finally
say today  is the day.  I want educators,  parents, 
extended family members, teens and pre-teens to 
each be able to read this book and find common
ground to  talk about.  I want this book to  help 
facilitate conversations.  Simply put I want this
book to save someone’s life. I’d love to hear your 
success stories as well. The link to my website is
at the end of the book, from there you can find
my contact info. Happy reading. 

Terry 

Special Acknowledgement
I’d like to give a special shout-out to a few
really cool kids that helped an old guy like me
out with this book.  They partnered with me to 
make sure the book was spot on in addressing the
issues today’s youth face. Many thanks to Anjel, 
Ashton, Cade,  Caleb,  Cameron,  Carter,  Hunter, 
Jacey, Juju, Kyla, Lakin, Olivia, RJ, Ryan, Sterling
and Terry III. You all have a special place in my
heart and I hope you enjoy the read. This cast of
characters will also serve as my first round-table
discussion group. I’m looking forward to that!

A final note about the story. I’ve gotten a  few
early
reviews
back from
readers.  Many were
shocked and saddened by the teen age world
depicted. I assure you it isn’t some make-believe
fairy tale world. I work with, coach, mentor and
talk to teens from all walks. From low income to 
high and everywhere in between – the world
depicted here is MANY of their realities. We can’t 
wish this way. Let’s embrace the harsh truths and
find a  way to  make this new frontier a  better
place for our kids. 

Don’t forget to leave a review – thank you. 

Prologue
Let me just start off by saying that no kid
is ever born thinking, one day  I’m going  to kill
myself. If you would have told me six months ago 
that I was going to  kill myself,  I would have
called you  crazy.  Only kids dealing with deep 
mental imbalances do stuff like that - right. Only
crazy kids? But here we are.

But
why? You’ve got
your  whole
life
ahead of you. Sure, I could go on and live another
sixty years here,  but you’ll just hurt me more. I
know I’m worthless,  so  why should I drag this
out any longer? I’m tired of feeling the shame of
not being good enough.  I’m tired of being
everyone’s punching bag – their pin cushion. I’m
tired of loving people as deep as humans can love
only to  be spat on.  Was I only born for you  to 
laugh at me? Why do we hurt each other? Why
do  you hurt me? I don’t know, but no one will
hurt me ever again.  No  one will hurt me ever
again. Never will I give my heart to a girl to have
her rip  it out for some cheap fun.  Never will I
walk down the halls while everyone points and
stares at me.

Who’s to blame for this? All of you played
a  part.  None of you  did enough.  Some of you 
didn’t even try. Most of you wouldn’t have cared
anyway. Instead of asking me if I was okay or if I
wanted to talk, you laughed at me. You pointed
your fingers at me and laughed. Like I don’t feel
pain.  Like I don’t hurt like anyone else.  Like I
don’t have feelings. You tore me to pieces one by
one,  laugh by laugh, day by day. Until finally, I
couldn’t take it anymore.  I feel nothing.  I feel
nothing for you or myself. That means that I can
hurt you like you hurt me and I will feel nothing. 
I don’t care about you – honestly why should that
sound weird? You didn’t think about me either. 
Ever. You used me to make yourselves feel better, 
to  make yourselves feel superior.  Good job  you 
win. You finally got me to break.

You’ve made me ashamed to  be in my
own skin.

Am I the only kid to ever get picked on?
Ever have parents get divorced? Ever get cheated
on? Ever find out that he was a bastard? No. But I
guess I’m not put together like other people
because I can’t take it anymore.  I don’t have
anything to look forward to. It feels like I’m here
for no reason other than the joy of others. Am I
weak because I don’t want to  be kicked again?
Maybe. Or maybe we should just treat each other
better. 

Have you ever walked by a mirror and felt
disgusted at the image you  saw? I have.  Then
finally one day you just decide you’re no longer
going to look in the mirror at all. 

I want some of you,  as many as I can, to 
hurt
with
me.  I
want
your  families
to  hurt
because they did nothing either. They knew you 
laughed at me but no one told you to stop. You 
thought kicking me,  hurting me was fun? For
those of you  that survive,  maybe this changes
you. I hope you are kinder to people. I hope you 
realize that other people besides yourself matter. 

Couldn’t any of you  see the pain in my
eyes when you looked at me? You couldn’t take
one second to ask me if I needed help? Not until
it was too late.

I’m not perfect. I failed in so many ways –
I know. I don’t want to get it wrong anymore. I
don’t want to look in the mirror and see myself –
see a loser. No one wants to see that.

You’ve made me ashamed to  be in my
own skin.

Mom,  I love you.  I was too hard on you 
these last few months and for that I’m sorry. You 
didn’t deserve that. Take care of Kevin for me.  I
wish you  would have told me about my dad
before it was too late. I won’t talk about it here, 
but have a sit down with Uncle Tommy. 

Kev,  I’m sorry that I couldn’t be the big
brother that you  needed.  Add it to  the list of 
things that I failed at. I do love you though.

Dad,  I loved you  once.  I wish you  could
have loved me back half as much.  I wish you 
could have been the man that you wanted me to 
be. The man that you pretended you were.

Nikki,  we had some good times.  I was
going to make you my wife but I guess it wasn’t
in the cards. Find somebody good. Find someone
that will make you smile. 

Doc,  it might have worked between us? I 
think it was worth a  shot.  Thanks for trying to 
save me. The mountain was just too tall to climb. 
Don’t give up on people.

Mark, you were my brother from day one. 
You know more about me than any other human. 
Thank you  for always letting me be me.  I love
you. 

Richard,  maybe if you  would have called
six months ago I’d be in a different place. 

There is nothing left for me here.  Every
time I open my eyes, I see darkness and I’m tired
of being alone in the dark. I can’t take any more
pain.  Why do  we hurt each other? Why do  we
make each other feel smaller than nothing?

I’ve reached the end of my line – you guys
win.  Congratulations. No one will hurt me ever
again. 

Why am I doing this in one short sentence?
You’ve made me ashamed to be in my own skin.

Cell phone password 454588

Computer password youfailedme

Its okay,  that’s enough now.  My AR-15 
will judge you  all today.  It will cast a  sentence
that
is
undeniable.  It
will
spread
the
same
message to  you  that you’ve shown me:  HATE. 
Like
I
said,  no  one
will hurt me ever again. 
Today, I get to hurt you. 

One month earlier

Friday, Aug. 16



Chapter 1

Blaze looked down at the time on his cell
phone again. It was seven fifteen a.m.

The sun was coming up over the horizon
blinding him. He took out his sunglasses and slid
them on.

He tried to forget the fight he’d had with
his mom the night before. Smoking weed really
wasn’t that big of a deal. Why the hell was she
bugging over it? All his friends smoked and it
helped him cope with all of this shit. The weed
wasn’t causing his grades to  slip.  Besides,  she
didn’t care to  know the real reason why he’d
been struggling. 

Blaze
peeked
down
at
his
watch
and
pursed his lips.  He wasn’t very good at being
patient.

“Why are you looking at the time again?” Mark
asked with a grin. “Girls are never on time. My
mom is never on time. My sister is never on time. 
It is what it is. If you got a woman, you gotta deal
with her being late.”

Blaze laughed, “You’re right. I really don’t
know why I expected otherwise.”

“Yeah, I don’t either. You’re old enough to 
know
better.  Besides, the river isn’t going
anywhere and the beer will still be cold when we
get there. Chillax.”

Blaze smiled. 

Mark was Blaze’s best friend –
pretty
much his only friend. He was tall and lanky with
dark brown hair. If you looked up athletic in the
dictionary, imagine the total opposite of that and
you’d have Mark.  But he’d been there since
Kindergarten and the pair had been inseparable
ever since.  Even when they were in first grade
and Blaze was getting his ass kicked by a  fifth
grader. Mark was right there getting beat up with
him.

“This weekend is going to be epic,” Mark
said smiling.  “Epic my man! You just wait and
see.”

Blaze shrugged and smirked.

“C’mon man,  that’s all I get is a  shrug?
Relax bro  and let’s have some fun! You  got
somewhere better to be right now?”

He grinned – barely.  Mark was right, he
didn’t have anywhere better to  be. “I promised
you I’d try. I haven’t been myself lately. I don’t
know,  it’s stupid but I’ve been down over my 
parents and their dumb shit.  Dad leaving.  Just
been down and out. This is nothing new though. 
I’ve complained about all this shit before.  Just
feels like nothing is going right. And I’m failing
two classes. I’ve never failed a class before. I just
can’t seem to shake this funk I’m in bro. Feels like
the whole damn world is caving in on me.”

Blaze wanted to tell him everything but he
wasn’t sure this was the right time.

Mark patted him on the shoulder. “I know
bro.  But this is going to  go  right.  Why do  you 
think we are taking this trip?  We need to liven
your ass up some. Get you back to being you. We
got some girls, some beer and some smokes. And
we’re going to  get your  skinny ass some food. 
You lookin frail my man! We’ll hit the river and
Sixth Street and make you  forget about all this
shit bro. Besides, I’ve failed plenty of classes. It’s
okay – you’ll live.”

Blaze smiled. “Yeah, but you’re a dumbass
though.”

Mark punched him hard in the arm.

Having fun sounded great. If only it were
that easy. And he’d noticed the weight loss.  If
anyone else had noticed they hadn’t said
anything. It was strange but even when Blaze
was with friends he still felt lonely. How was that
even possible? And they’d have a few good days
at the river, yes. Then Monday would roll around
and it’d be back to the same shit show of a life. 
Then he’d go  to  school where it would be even
worse. 
Why
was
he
continuing
to 
torture
himself? He hadn’t figured that part out yet.

Ten
minutes
later
and
almost
thirty
minutes late, the girls finally appeared from the
house. 

The boys got out to  help them load their
suitcases in the trunk.  Why did they have so 
many bags for two nights, Blaze wondered.

“Hey baby,”  Nikki said.  “Sorry we’re
late.”

Blaze bent down and gave her a kiss. “It’s 
okay – rough night?”

“The party was reedic!”  Kaylea  yelled. 
“You suckers missed out.”

“Meh, we’ll have more fun this weekend,” 
Mark said.

“We got weed?” Kaylea asked Mark.

“Duh.  What kind of party would it be if
we didn’t?” Mark replied dangling a bag over her
head.

Kaylea and Nikki smiled. 

Kaylea walked over and pulled Mark into 
her.  The two  kissed so  long that finally Blaze
interrupted. “Jesus Christ, do you two need a few
minutes?”

“Don’t be a  hater Blaze,”  Kaylea  said, 
finally pushing Mark away.

“Need some tips bro?” Mark asked leaning
close to him.

“No,  he doesn’t,”  Nikki said.  “Blaze is
actually a really good kisser.”

Blaze poked his chest out a little.

“Yeah, yeah,” Mark said.

Nikki was above average height and had a 
volleyball player build. She wore her highlighted
blonde hair down most of the time. If there were
ten girls in a  room,  chances are she’d be the
prettiest. But she had a wild side that Blaze loved

- and that scared him.

Kaylea  was attractive in a  more girl next
door kind of way.  But she was as crazy as you 
could find. If there was a table and music she was
on it. The kind of girl that partied like she’d never
see you again and didn’t care if she did. 

They finished loading up  the car and hit
the road with Blaze driving. 

“How long till we get to Buc-ee’s?” Nikki
whined almost instantly.

“Hmm,  about an hour  and forty-five
minutes,” Blaze said.

“Ohhh, turn that up!” Kaylea yelled.

A song by Megan the Stallion had come on
the radio.

Both girls sung at the top  of their lungs,
while
recording
the
entire
performance
on
Snapchat. 

Normally
Blaze
didn’t listen to  97.9, 
Houston’s Rap
and
R&B
station.  But they’d
insisted so  that’s what was playing.  He didn’t
hate rap music, it just wasn’t his first choice.

Mark had his phone
pointed on
them, 
recording on Snapchat too.

“Time for a shot,” Mark said.

“Already?”  Blaze groaned.  “Shit, we just
left you wine’os,” he said laughing. 

“Yes,  party pooper.  It’s time already!” 
Mark called back. He took a bottle of Tequila out
of his bag and held it up in the air. 

They all took a shot and then Mark and the
girls did one more. 

Mark nudged Blaze and said,  “Tequila 
makes her clothes fall off, right?”

“From what I saw earlier, she doesn’t need
help with clothes falling off.”

“Good point!”

“Oh my God, he is so  fiiine, right girl!?” 
Kaylea squealed from the back seat.

“Who?” Nikki asked.

“NBA Youngboy,” she said pointing to the
radio.

“Duh.”

Blaze laughed feeling like his three hour 
drive to  Austin would feel more like forty-five
minutes with all the live entertainment he had. 
Or maybe it’d be the other way around and feel
like two weeks.

“Is she like this all the time?” Blaze asked
Mark.

He nodded without looking up  from his
phone.

“Hey,  pull up  next to  that old guy!” 
Kaylea yelled a little too excitedly.

“Why?” Blaze asked confused. “No. Leave
that old man alone.”

“Just pull up next to him you big baby.”

Blaze sped up the car and before he knew
it Kaylea’s shirt was up  and her breasts were
pressed hard against the window.

Mark and Nikki laughed hysterically.

“See what I told you about that tequila,” 
Mark said elbowing Blaze.

Blaze sped up again. “Stop it, you’re going
to give him a damn heart attack!”

“What? Did you see that smile? I bet that
old fart hasn’t smiled like that in a decade,” Mark
said.

“Don’t be jealous,  Blaze.  I just made his
day.”

Blaze shook his head and rolled his eyes.

“Don’t worry about Blaze, babe. I’m proud 
of you. Old men like boobies too.”

“Amen,” Kaylea agreed. 

They kept
rolling along and eventually
they lost 97.9 on the radio and picked up static. 

“About fifteen minutes from Buc-ee’s,” 
Blaze called out to the girls. No one responded.

Blaze looked up  in the rear-view mirror. 
Both
Nikki
and Kaylea  were
passed out.  He
looked over at Mark who was still pre-occupied
by his cell phone. 

“We’ve only been on the road a little over
an hour,” he said to Mark eyeing the girls in the
back.

“They partied hard last night I’m sure. 
Probably hungover. Then the shots we did. I’m
not surprised.”

“You think Kaylea is all crazy like that at
those parties?” Blaze asked.

“I don’t know, but probably. She was like
that when I met her. It’s what attracted me to her. 
She’s just having fun. It’s all good bro.”

“No,  her tits are what attracted you  to 
her,” Blaze laughed.

“Same thing.”

A few months before they’d rented a 
balcony at Mardi Gras – actually Mark’s Uncle
rented it for them. With that came a box of one
thousand beads.  Beads that were only good for
one thing.  Two  hours into  their bead tossing a 
skinny,  energetic brunette eagerly flashed them
both for beads. Mark teased her for a few minutes
before tossing her a  few of them.  He signaled
down to  her to  stay where she was.  A minute
later he’d found her through the crowd and the
two  talked
for
an
hour.  The
pair
exchanged
numbers and they’d been dating ever since.

They reached the
exit
for Buc-ee’s and
Blaze turned off the highway into the parking lot. 

“Wake up  ladies!”  Mark yelled shaking
Kaylea’s legs. 

The
girls
finally
woke
up, 
got
out, 
staggered to their feet and sauntered inside. 

When Nikki got to the door she mouthed
back to Blaze to ask if he wanted anything. 

He shook his head. 

“Nikki’s got a really nice ass, Blaze. Have I
mentioned that before?”

“No… I don’t think you’ve mentioned it
bro,”  Blaze said pushing him.  “Thank you  for
noticing Mark.  Anything else you’ve observed
that you’d like to share?”

“Nah that’s it. Good job. I mean she’s not
my type so don’t worry. But you’d rather have a 
nice lookin’ girl than a ratchet chick, right? Then
again you’re my bro  so I wouldn’t let you have
an ugly chick anyways.”

Blaze laughed.  “Yeah,  she’s pretty hot I 
know.  And I promise you I won’t worry about
you taking her. Your IQ is too low.”

“That’s the second smart joke you’ve
cracked on me today.”

Blaze shrugged. “If the shoe fits.”

Ten minutes later the group got back on
the road.  After their nap and a  few more shots
the girls were wide awake again.

“Why don’t we light one of those now?” 
Nikki
suggested pointing towards the
bag of
weed.

“What if we get stopped?” Mark asked.

“Wah wah, don’t be a baby,” Kaylea said. 
“We’re not going to get freakin stopped. Take one
out and hand it back here.”

Blaze shook his head. He couldn’t believe
he was letting them smoke while he drove.

They passed the joint around.  Everyone
took a hit but Blaze, because he was driving. He’d
never been much of a risk taker.

“I’ll catch up  later – don’t worry,” Blaze
said when Mark tried to hand it to him.

Since they’d lost the radio Nikki connected
her phone to the aux and picked up where they’d
left off. 

An hour later they pulled into the parking
lot of their hotel.  Blaze was sure that he’d lost
some of his hearing.

“Who’s ready to  have the time of their
life?” Mark asked.

“You know you keep saying that,” Nikki
said smiling.

“Well let’s make it happen!” Mark replied.

“Yeah let’s make it happen!”  Kaylea 
added.  “We’ve been planning this for months. 
I’m so excited!”

After they were all unpacked and settled
in their hotel rooms,  the foursome decided to 
walk a few blocks to Sixth Street. None of them
had ever been and they were excited to go and
check it out.

They weren’t old enough to buy alcohol so
they filled flasks with tequila and set off. 

“Damn, it’s hot in Austin too,” Mark said
looking up at the sun.

“Yeah dip shit, we’re still in Texas,” Blaze
called back to him laughing.

The walk was further than they’d thought. 
Plus it was August in Texas which meant one
hundred plus degrees. 

“I bet I can get a  guy to  buy us a  beer 
first,” Kaylea teased Nikki.

Nikki rolled her eyes. “Not with those –
maybe if you had these!” she said pointing to her
breasts.

“These will do  me just fine – you’ll see. 
Ain’t that right baby?”  she asked
turning to 
Mark.

He nodded enthusiastically.  “Let’s do 
another shot before we get too far.”

The boys took the flasks out and they all
took another shot. 

Blaze poured another and gulped it down
too.  “I’ve been driving all day.  I have some
catching up to do, right?” he asked the group.

“Big facts,  bro,”  Mark said.  “So,  shut up 
and drink up!”

The boys finally put the flasks away and
continued walking.

Finally,  they made it to  the strip of bars, 
restaurants and tattoo
parlors that lined both
sides of the street.

“Heaven can’t be much better than this –
can it?” Nikki asked. 

“Probably not,” Kaylea responded. “Look
at this place.”

Blaze felt his phone buzz in his pocket. He
dug it out and looked down at it.

It was his mom. Did you guys make it there
okay?

“Important?” Nikki asked. 

“No – not at all. Just my mom acting like
she cares again.”

“So you going to at least text her back?”

“Nah, not right now.”

“What the hell is the Pecan Festival?” 
Kaylea asked reading the name on a sign.

No one in the group knew.

“Some artsy festival they have here,” Mark
said reading off of Google from his phone. 

The group walked further down the street
and spent a minute here or there looking into the
different booths. 

“There’s some pretty dope shit here,” 
Blaze said.

“Dope?” Kaylea asked.

“Yeah dope,  you  know,  cool?”  Blaze
replied.

“No one says dope, Blaze.”

“Well I do.  Is that okay with you hippie
girl?”

Kaylea  had bought a  pair of sandals and
some hippie jewelry from one of the booths. 

“Bellybutton,  tongue,  lobes,  nose…“ 
Kaylea said pointing.

“Don’t forget the nipple piercings,” Nikki
added.

“How could I forget,” Kaylea laughed. 

“How could any of us forget,”  Blaze
mumbled.

Two guys had been walking behind them
about five yards back. They were close enough to 
hear their conversation. 

“Hey, do  you really have all of that stuff
pierced?”  the taller, muscular one called out to 
Kaylea.

Kaylea smiled at Nikki and then turned to 
him and replied, “Yeah, I do actually.”

“That’s kind of bad ass,” he said extending
his hand. “My name’s Chris.”

Blaze stopped and pushed his hand away. 
“Well Chris,  she’s kind of with us bro,  if you 
hadn’t noticed,” he said folding his arms in front
of him.

Chris
laughed
and
looked
over
at
his
friend. “Relax bro, I’m not looking for no smoke. 
Just making conversation with the lady. Besides, 
she looks like she can more than handle herself.”

“Yeah well like I said, she’s with us so just
move it along bro,”  Blaze added taking a  step 
towards him.

“Well I said I’m not looking for smoke, but
if that’s what you want,” he answered walking
towards Blaze.

Nikki ran between them. “No, stop. Let’s
go.” She pulled at Blaze’s arm.

Blaze backed away, but he never took his
eyes
off
either
of
them.  When
he
got
about
twenty yards from them, Chris winked.

Nikki pushed him.  “What the hell is
wrong with you!?”

Blaze looked at her confused. “What? We
just supposed to let them hit on our girls with us
standing right there?”

“The guy was just being nice,  Blaze,” 
Kaylea said.

“No. He was being a dick,” Mark chimed
in. “All of those piercings are bad ass,” he mocked. 
“Weak ass line too.”

“Jealous?” Kaylea asked with a smile.

“Yeah,  do  you  want Mark and I to  start
being niceto all the girls we pass?” Blaze asked.

Neither of the girls said a word.

“Didn’t think so,”  Blaze added.  “Like I
said, they were trying to play us.”

“Yeah,  well whatever.  You  could have
handled it better.  We could have just walked
away. You didn’t used to snap so easy. What the
heck’s gotten into  you lately? It’s like you turn
into a different person when you get angry. Now
you’re trying to fight random guys in the middle
of the street? You’re scaring me. I’ve never seen
you like this,” Nikki said.

Blaze
digested
the
question
but
said
nothing.  He knew something had been wrong
with him. His patience with everyone had grown
thin. More and more all he wanted to do was be
alone. But even then he wasn’t quite satisfied.

Mark put his hands up.  “Just cool it –
okay? I’m going to  fix this.  Reach slowly into 
your back pockets and take out a shot.”

No one moved. 

“C’mon today, people. I’d like to drink this
before I turn sixty.”

Finally,  one
by one
they all took their
drinks out.

“Good.  On three we’re drinking to  river
fun and drunk sex.”

Kaylea laughed and Nikki actually smiled. 
Blaze’s face stayed cold and emotionless. Nikki
nudged him. 

“It’s over,”  she whispered to  him.  “I’m
sorry,  I just don’t want you  getting into  any
fights. It’ll ruin our  entire weekend if you’re in
jail, right? And besides, who’s going to protect us
from random guys then?”

Blaze managed a smile and relaxed a little
bit.

“Turn those drinks up  – let’s go!”  Mark 
yelled.

The group held their drinks high in the air
and then swallowed in one gulp. 

“Is this how it’s going to be all weekend?” 
Blaze asked wiping his lips.  “I’ll be hammered
before it gets dark.”

“Is what how it’s going to  be?”
Mark
asked.

“Shots, fun and drunk sex?”

Mark nodded. “Yes and smoking. Lots and
lots of smoking.”

“Sounds like my kind of weekend,” 
Kaylea said leaning in for a hard kiss from Mark.

“I can dig it,” Nikki added. “You behave
and maybe we’ll try that thing you  asked me
about,” she whispered winking.

Blaze grinned and grabbed Nikki by the
waist. “I’m down. If you think you can handle it.”

“Wait, what thing?” Mark asked.

Blaze ignored him. “I’ll need a video  for
research purposes.”

“I don’t know about a video. I don’t want
you  showing that guy,”  she said pointing to 
Mark.

“I’ve never seen any of your videos, thank
you very much,” Mark said.

“So  how did you  know there were
others?”  she asked elbowing Blaze in the
stomach.

“Hey! Don’t hit me.  I didn’t show him
anything,” Blaze laughed.

“This is going to be a great weekend. I can
already tell,” Mark said with a smile.

Monday, Aug. 19




Chapter 2

Blaze
clenched
the
blanket
with
both
hands
and
pulled
it
over
his
head.  He
was
seventeen now and didn’t need to be woken up 
for school like a  little kid anymore.  She should
know that. They’d asked him to get a job to help 
cover his cell phone,  gas and insurance and he
had.  They told him to  keep  his grades up  and
minus one “C” in Chemistry, he had. Well, before
a  few
weeks
ago,
his
grades
had
been
fine. 
Somehow he’d even managed to spend time with
Nikki. Despite everything that he had going, his
parents never let up. It was never good enough. 
He was never good enough. They always wanted
more.  Couldn’t they just say one time,  Good  job
son!? Was that too much to ask?

As he lay there he thought about not going
at all.  What was the point? School was stupid. 
He’d still wind up with some plant job working
sixty plus hours a week. He’d do that either way
with or without a  high school diploma.  That’s
really all there was in Kilwade – work at a plant
or become a cop. He already knew he wasn’t cop 
material. Oh or play football. 

His head still rang from all of the alcohol
and weed from the weekend.  Or maybe it had
been Kaylea and Nikki screaming and singing at
the top of their lungs for six hours straight. It had
been after one in the morningwhen they’d gotten
in the night before. Why couldn’t she just let him
sleep it off?

The bangs on the door started again.
“Blaze! It’s six forty-five, 
you 
were
supposed to  be up  twenty minutes ago!”  his
mom, Steph, yelled at him through the door. 

“I have a large display alarm clock on my
dresser. I know what time it is,” he mumbled to 
himself. But he said nothing to her. He wanted to 
make her have to yell again. She was always mad
anyways no matter what he did or didn’t do. All
she cared about was his little brother, Kevin. So 
he said nothing. 

“Blaze, don’t make me come in.”

Now she’s getting angry. He smiled.

“Spare me mom,  please.  Neither of us
want you to come in here.”

She folded her arms. “What the hell is that
supposed to mean?” 

He pulled the blanket from his face and sat
up.  “Whatever you want it to  mean, mom. But
I’m up. You wanted me awake, now I’m awake. 
You can go now.”

“Didn’t you have Book Club today?”

“I quit the Book Club mom. Lame.”

Steph didn’t understand – Blaze loved the
Book Club.

“You used to love going?”

“Okay.  And I used to  wear diapers too. 
Can you just leave please?”

She wanted to say something back to him
but she didn’t. Every time the two of them spoke
it ended with a fight. No matter what she said, or
did, or how she tried to help. Or how sweet she
tried to sound. She didn’t understand how they’d
drifted so  far apart.  He used to  be her sweet, 
innocent baby boy and now he’d turned into 
someone who didn’t even want to be in the same
room as her.

Maybe it was the divorce,  she thought. 
Maybe he blamed her. She’d been too afraid to 
ask him
how
he
felt
about
the
whole
thing. 
Afraid and a  tad embarrassed.  She had gained
quite a  few pounds over the years and hadn’t
taken
the
best
care
of herself.  However,  that
didn’t give John an excuse to cheat on her. Not
once but twice. Staying together for the kids was
never the right thing to do, is what she had told
herself.  Or
was
it?
Maybe
she
should
have
forgiven John again and sucked it up?

She’d wanted to  talk to  Blaze so  many
times about it all.  But she was weak and really
didn’t know what to  say.  How could someone
know what to say? So she said nothing. Not one
word about the divorce or any of it. Which had
probably been worse than simply talking to him
about it all. 

Blaze stared at the Slayer poster on the
wall. Mark had turned him on to Slayer, Cannibal
Corpse and Mayhem a few years back and it was
love at first sound. He’d seen them all perform
live and had even talked about starting a thrash
band with Mark and two of their friends. They’d
spent a  few months practicing and had gotten
pretty good.  They called themselves The Dead
and the foursome had even written a few original
songs. Then his parents got a damn divorce and
ruined it all.  Now he had to  spend most of his
free time working. 

He
rolled
over
and picked up  his cell
phone to  text Nikki.  He scrolled through and
noticed that he already had a few texts from her.

One text read, Wake up sleepy head.

While the next text was a picture of her in
bra and panties

Need something to help you wake up?

He smiled and texted back, Hey baby – I’m
awake but I need to be awakened more… what else ya
got?

You’ll see me later and I’ll help you in person.

Tease.  I’m still in bed  actually… getting up 
now… can’t get any more tardies to 1st.

HMU when you get to school.

Okay. Luv u Nik.

He
tossed
his
phone
on
the
bed
and
rubbed his eyes trying to  fish out the last bit of
sleep from them. 

Ten
seconds later, it
chimed again.  He
picked it up and unlocked it. 

A smile flashed his face.  He’d gotten
another picture from Nikki. This time she hadn’t
held back.

I can always count on you.

Now get dressed.

He walked over to the window and looked
out.  Any
second
now
his
mom
and
brother
would be leaving. Then he’d finally come out of
his room.

A
loud
noise
echoed
from
downstairs
followed by a, “Dammit!” He peeked downstairs
and saw his brother holding what appeared to be
a cracked phone. 

His brother grabbed his backpack from the
couch and walked outside. 

Blaze headed back to his room. It was now
ten till seven, giving him about fifteen minutes to 
shower, get dressed and get on the road. 

As he dug through his closet his cell phone
started ringing. He ran over and flipped it over so 
he could read the screen. 

Sperm Donor.

No thanks, he thought.

Before his parents had gotten divorced, he
and his dad had a  pretty good relationship.  It
wasn’t perfect but it was good. Actually, it was
better than the two  or three of his friends’
relationships with their parents.  It was mostly
due to Blaze pretending to like his dad’s hobbies, 
but it gave them a chance to spend time together. 
A few of them he actually ended up liking. But
after he found out that his dad was all talk and
not a man of his word, he wanted nothing to do 
with him.  He’d always taught Blaze to  treat
people how you wanted to be treated and to keep 
your  commitments, but he himself hadn’t done
that as a father. He hated his dad now and he was
old enough to  not be forced to  visit him,  so  he
hadn’t.  Then Christmas came,  then Blaze’s
birthday and there were no gifts. Not even a call
for
his birthday.  No  more games of chess or
Magic the Gathering.  No  more trips to  the gun
range. His whore came into his life and Blaze had
been left to fend for himself. So screw him. If only
his emotions could be turned off as easily. 

How do  you  just walk out on a kid after
almost two decades? It’d hurt Blaze deeply. It’d
made him feel unworthy and cheated in a way. 
He’d spent years developing a relationship  and
in an instant,  it was gone.  He couldn’t
understand why he no longer wanted him.

He
quickly
showered
and
threw
his
clothes on.  Picking up  his backpack and phone
from his bed, he took off down the staircase. 

His phone buzzed twice. It was a text from
his dad, John.

Tried calling again. I’m sorry – I messed up. I
really messed up. You’re not perfect son, we all make
mistakes.  Stop  being  a loser and  pick up  the damn
phone please.

How about a call on my birthday or Christmas
maybe? Blaze typed up the reply but deleted it. 

He felt his face redden.  “A loser?”  He
clenched his fists. How dare that sonnavabitch?

If his dad only knew how much he’d hurt
him.  But he had to know? He had to know and
just not care. 

A tear fell from his eye, he reached up and
wiped his face. Suddenly both eyes were leaking
like an old water faucet.  For a  second he just
stood and let them flow. He screamed at the top 
of his lungs.  It felt good to  scream so, he did it
again. Finally ten minutes later Blaze yanked a 
handful of napkins from the counter and wiped
his face. Screw him.

Blaze grabbed a banana from the counter
and his car keys and left. 




Chapter 3

Out
of all his classes,  Blaze hated Mrs. 
Rotter’s the most.  P.E.  however was a  close
second.  He’d played little league baseball and
was a decent player. But as he’d gotten older he
became less and less athletic, or maybe he never
was athletic to  begin with.  So,  he’d given the
game up. Along with every other sport.

He opened the Twitter app on his phone
and scrolled through. 

“Blaze,” Mrs. Rotter called.

But he was preoccupied and didn’t hear
her.

“Blaze Planter,” she said this time a little
louder. 

“What?” he answered, cocking his head to 
the side. 

“We go  through this everyday Blaze.  I
want you off the phone. You know the rules.”

“No,  he doesn’t
know
the
rules
Mrs. 
Rotter,  Rockband here is a freakin’ retard,” Tre
Johnson said. All the kids laughed. 

Blaze slid down in his seat and tried to 
hide
behind
his
textbook.  He
thought
about
standing up for himself, but Tre Johnson was the
star
quarterback
of the football team.  He’d
probably just get pummeled. So, he said nothing. 
He’d hoped that one day he would wake up and
this,  whatever he and Tre had going,  would be
over. But clearly this wasn’t the day. 

“Enough,  Tre,”  Mrs. Rotter said.  “Blaze
isn’t a retard at all. He knows that and so do you. 
Besides, playing an instrument takes tremendous
talent and a  bit of brains,” she said winking at
Blaze.

Blaze grinned a  little,  but not much.  She
was right;  playing an instrument takes a  ton of
brains. 

“Do  you play any instruments, Tre?” she
asked.

“My moms can’t afford no instruments, so 
no. But after I make it to the NFL then I’ll be able
to  buy whatever I want.  Speaking of moms –
Blaze’s is the freakin’ cafeteria  lady.  How you 
afford all those guitars, Rockband?”

Again,  all the kids laughed at Blaze.  He
still didn’t understand why his mom had gotten a 
job at his freakin school. It was only ten minutes
into class and Tre had gotten him twice already. 
Blaze knew only losers got picked on. Tre knew it
too.  That’s why he never let up  on him.  No 
resistance. An easy target.

“Tre,  one more outburst and it’s to  the
principal for you,” Mrs. Rotter scolded.

Tre leaned over and nudged Blaze. “Ahh, 
Mrs. R you now I was just jiving. Even my friend 
Blaze here knows that. Right Blaze?”

“I’m not your  goddamned friend,” Blaze
finally spoke up, shocking himself. 

Tre laughed – so did everyone else.

“Language, Blaze,” Mrs. Rotter warned. 

Blaze rose from his seat. “Can I just do this
paper in the principal’s office, please?” He was
already heading for the door.

“Running away again huh,  Rockband?” 
Tre asked as he stood and got in Blaze’s face.

Blaze
took a  step  back and smiled.  He
didn’t know why he smiled, but he did. 

“Fine,  Blaze,  please go  to  the principal’s
office,” Mrs. Rotter offered up. “And Tre, have a 
seat.”

Several seconds passed but neither student
moved.  Mrs.  Rotter knew that she wasn’t big
enough or strong enough to break up two adult
sized boys.  She hoped that it wouldn’t come
down to that.

“Now boys,” she said again this time in a 
much sharper tone.

Blaze slowly took a  few steps back and
continued smiling at
Tre.  Neither of the two 
looked away from the other. 

“What you  smiling at,  faggot?”  Tre
snarled.

“Tre,  would you  care to  join him?” Mrs. 
Rotter threatened.

“Nah,  I’ll chill Mrs.  R.  Can’t be getting
kicked outta no classes. Coach will have my ass.”

“Well he is the only dad you know right, 
Tre?” Blaze said as he reached the door. What the
hell
had
gotten
into  him?
It
was stupid but
talking back to Tre felt good. 

“Enough! Geesh,  what’s gotten into  you 
two?” Mrs. Rotter said. “All darn school year.”

“It’s true.  I got daddy issues,”  Tre said
laughing. “ADHD too… all that shit.” The other
students found that hilarious too. 

“Language Tre. You two  just have pottymouths today don’t you?”

Blaze reached down and pushed the door
open.

“Hey Rockband,  your  dad come back
home yet? Or is he still banging his secretary?” 
Tre jeered.

Blaze
froze. 
He
could
feel
his
face
reddening.  He heard the little voice in his head
tellinghim to walk away. But he wasn’t sure if he
was going to listen. He had to fight back or this
bullying would never end.

Then he felt a  hand press into  his lower
back. “No. I’m not going to let you do this,” Mrs. 
Rotter whispered. 

Finally,  he took a  deep  breathe,  turned
back and smiled at Tre one last time and then
headed for the office.

He went into  his bag,  took out a  set of
headphones and turned on the Manson song that
Mark had sent him a link to. 

When
he
reached
the
main
office
Mr. 
Hunter,  the
Principal
at
Kilwade
High,  was
waiting on him.

The
tall,  fit
man
stood
with
his
arms
folded. “C’mon. Follow me to my office.”

Thirty seconds later they’d reached
Hunter’s office. 

He pointed to  a  chair and said, “Have a 
seat, Blaze.”

Blaze sat down and took his headphones
off his ears.

“You’ve been a good student for so  long
here. I’ve looked over your grades, conduct and
your test scores. We should’ve forced your hand
and made you take the Honors courses that you 
qualified for.  Those students are more on your 
level. I also heard that your parents have recently
gone
through a  divorce.  My parents divorced
when I was about your age too. So, I know what
you  are dealing with first-hand.  Do  you  have
anyone
that
you  can
talk
to  besides
your 
parents?”

Blaze shook his head. “I don’t and even if I
did, I probably wouldn’t talk to them.”

“Why not? It doesn’t hurt to  talk about
these things. It actually feels pretty good.”

Blaze said nothing. 

“I’m worried about you, Blaze. You’ve got
a  few classes that you’re even failing now. It’s
just not like you.”

“Yeah well,  I’m fine.  No  need to  worry
about me. And I damn sure don’t need another
parent.”

“Every other day you’re in my office. That
doesn’t seem like a student that’s fine.”

“I asked to  come here. It’s not like I was
sent here.”

“All the same Blaze. Is there anythingI can
do to help? What are you running away from in
your class? Or who?”

Again, Blaze said nothing. 

“Be very easy for me to find out Blaze. You 
could make it easier by just telling me.”

Blaze
rolled
his
eyes
but
reluctantly
answered.  “Tre Johnson.  Everyday he’s got
something smart to say to me. It never stops with
that guy and his degenerate friends.”

Hunter smiled.  “You  mean the
quarterback Tre?”

“Yeah, is that funny?”

“I’ve never had any teacher complaints
about Tre. He’s a little rough around the edges
sure. Kid comes from a tough neighborhood.”

“Okay so? I’m just making this shit up. I
knew I shouldn’t have said nothing man.”

There
was a  knock on
the
door.  Blaze
turned around to see his mother standing there. 
Hunter waived her in. 

“What the hell is she doing here?” Blaze
asked.

“I asked your mother to come down for a 
few minutes and talk with us.”

“Blaze, what’s going on? Mr. Hunter said
this is the fifth time this month that you’ve been
in his office. Why didn’t I know about this?”

Blaze rolled his eyes again. “There’s a lot
about me that you don’t know, mom.”

She
bent
down
and
grabbed
his
face. 
“That’s because you  shut everyone out.  You 
won’t talk to anyone.”

“Sounds a  lot like what I just told you,” 
Hunter said smiling.  “Gotta  talk these things
out.”

“I don’t see anything funny. So what, you 
guys want me to lay on someone’s couch and tell
them how I feel? Besides,  I told you  about Tre
and you freaking laughed at me.”

“I didn’t laugh about Tre.  If there’s a 
problem there-”

“Whatever,” Blaze snapped.

“And if laying on someone’s couch and
talking helps…” Hunter said shrugging. 

“We just want what’s best for you, Blaze,” 
his mother said.

Blaze laughed. 

“Now you’re the one finding humor in all
of this,” Hunter said. 

The bell rang, interrupting their session. 

Blaze stood up.  “Listen, I appreciate you 
guys trying to help but like I said, I’m fine. And
besides, I’ve got Nikki and Mark to talk to, right?
Two people should be more than enough. I don’t 
need the whole damn world knowing about my
problems.” 

“Where are you going?” his mother asked. 

“Philosophy.  It’s my next class.  You  did
hear the bell, right?”

They watched as Blaze pulled the door
open and walked out. 

Mr. Hunter stood. “I’m sorry about all of
this.  But if he won’t talk to  anyone there isn’t
much we can do to help.”

“I know.  And thank you  for involving
me.”

“Listen, I’m sorry. I really am. I know how
difficult something like this is. If there is anything
we can do to help, you be sure to let us know. Be
sure to let me know.”




Chapter 4

The
bell
rang again and everyone took
their seats. 

Mrs. Gibbs walked to the front of the class. 
“Good morning, class. Today we’re going to do 
things a  bit differently,”  she said and looked
back, noticing Blaze adjusting his headphones. 

“Blaze, can you take those off please?” He
didn’t want to,  but he knew fighting with her
would get him nowhere. 

She waited for him to  oblige before she
proceeded.

“Like I was saying,  we’re going to  do 
things a little differently today. No lecture from
me. This is going to be an open discussion.”

Several
of
the
students
moaned
and
groaned.

“C’mon now guys, you talk to each other
all day. It won’t be that bad. I promise. So, here’s
the question: name your biggest fear. Not like a 
fear of heights or spiders, but your fear in life. I
understand that you are all teenagers but you’re
old enough to  have developed some legitimate
fears as you near adulthood.”

A few of the kids laughed. Others looked
around at each other dumbfounded. 

A minute later Mrs.  Gibbs asked,  “Any
volunteers?”

She peeked around the room and saw a 
hand slowly raise. “Okay Juju, let’s hear it.”

“I have a  fear that I’m gonna  have a 
retarded kid.”

Many of the kids started laughing. 

“Like father, like son!” Someone yelled.

“Screw you!” Juju called back.

“Take this seriously guys.  Dig deep. You 
aren’t five or six years old anymore.  Give me
something you  know that’s at least halfway
educated.”

Finally,  she saw another hand raise and
pointed to the back of the class. “Go ahead.”

“I fear disappointing my family,”  Eric
said.

“Okay Eric, thank you. You see that wasn’t
that hard now was it? Can you elaborate some?”

“Well, I’d be the first person in my family
to  go  off to  college.  There are a  lot of people
invested in it and I don’t want to let them down,” 
he said.

“That’s something that I struggled with as
well when I was your age,” Mrs. Gibbs said.

“Really?” Someone asked.

She nodded. “Yes. Any of you ever heard
of Chevron? I bet you all have. Well, my father is
the company lawyer.  Kind of a big deal. Living
here on the Texas coast and right here in Kilwade
where
oil
and
gas
is
king,  he
just
thought
naturally I’d go  off to  law school and follow in
his footsteps.  You  can imagine how much he
earns being the head lawyer for a company that
makes billions. But here I am, a teacher on a fiftyK a year salary.”

“So, how did you handle it? Not living up 
to his expectations?” another student asked. 

“I just told him, dad  I love you but it’s my 
life. Teaching is what God called me to do. So here I
am. Enough about me. Who’s next?”

One by one students raised their hands
and
shared
their
fears. 
Most
said
failure, 
disappointing their parents in some way or losing
a parent. 

Mrs.  Gibbs noticed that there were only
one or two students that hadn’t given an answer. 
“Dylan,  you’ve been quiet. Care to  share a fear
with us?”

Dylan shook his head and said nothing. 
“What about you Blaze – anything?”

He had been thinking about Mrs.  Gibbs
question, but no one else’s fear was the same as
his. And he didn’t want anyone to laugh at him. 
He’d already been humiliated enough for one
day.

“It’s okay to share guys,” she encouraged.

“Being alone,” Blaze finally spoke up.

He
noticed that
a  few kids did find it
funny.

“That’s a good one, Blaze. I don’t believe
anyone else has said that.  Can you  explain in a 
little more detail what you mean?”

“It means no  matter who  I talk to,  I still
feel alone. Like nobody really gets me. Like I’m
an alien. Sometimes even when I’m not alone I
still feel alone.”

“It’s a  legitimate fear,”  said Mrs.  Gibbs, 
eyeing a few students. “No one really wants to be
alone. But you know, nowadays it’s a lot easier to 
be connected 24/7.  With all of the social media 
outlets and-”

“No. Those sites aren’t who we are,” Blaze
scoffed. 

“No?” Mrs. Gibbs said.

“This is why you’re alone,” someone said
laughing.

“Knock it off,” Mrs. Gibbs scolded. 

Blaze stared the boy down. “Everyone is
someone else on social media.  Guys try to  be
super cool and girls just upload pics in bikinis. 
On
social media,  everyone is who  they think
people want them to be. It’s fake. All people care
about is how many likes or retweets they can
get.”

“You know Blaze, there’s a ton of truth to 
what you are saying. Personally, I don’t do much
social media  for that very reason,”  Mrs.  Gibbs
added.

“And for your  information Will,  I don’t
have many friends because most of you are selfrighteous
losers
who  only care
about
getting
drunk, poppin pills, getting laid or getting high. 
Who  wants to  hold a  conversation with one of
you morons?”

Mrs. Gibbs fought back a smile. Blaze was
right,  but she couldn’t agree with him – not in
this setting. 

“Okay Blaze, let’s be nice.”

The bell rang and everyone grabbed their
belongings.

Blaze stood up to leave.

“Blaze, stay behind please.  Everyone else
is dismissed.”

He threw his hands up  and cocked his
head to the side at her. What the hell had he done
wrong?

“See yah,  Rockband,”  Will said as he
passed Blaze.

Mrs.  Gibbs walked over and sat next to 
Blaze. “You okay, kiddo?”

He shrugged. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“You seem a little on edge lately and the
back and forth with Will. What was that about?”

“You saying that was my fault?”

“No.  I’m not saying that at all. I actually
believe that you  hit the nail on the head.  But I
couldn’t agree with you  in front of the class. 
Normally you’d just let a silly comment like that
go.”

“Well maybe today I just didn’t feel like
taking anyone’s shi-”

Mrs.  Gibbs shook her head.  “You  know
better.”

“Whatever,” Blaze said.

“How is your mom doing? I mean with the
divorce and all?”

“Jesus,  is there anyone here who  doesn’t
freakin’ know?”

She laughed.  “Well Blaze,  it is a  high
school. There are no secrets in a high school.”

He stood up. “She’s fine, I guess. Listen, I
gotta  get to my next class. Trying not to get too
many more tardies, if you know what I mean?”

“Okay Blaze, but take care of yourself do 
you  hear me? You  know there are people that
you can talk to if you’re feeling lonely too. There
are people who can help.”

He
nodded
on
his
way out
but
never
turned around. “Yup I know. Thanks.”




Chapter 5

Blaze’s next class was English with Mr. 
Trong,  which he managed to  make it through
without incident. Then it was off to lunch. 

He sent Nikki a text to see if she had made
it to the gym where they were meeting. 

He strode down the hallway and stared
down at his phone.

“I don’t want to  be alone,”  someone
mocked while waving his cell phone in the air.

Blaze was confused. What the hell was he
talking about?

Then
a  few
seconds
later
another
kid
walked by singing, You are Not Alone, by Michael
Jackson while waived his phone at Blaze too. 

As he moved down the hall more and
more people stared down at their phones and
pointed as they passed him.

He logged in to  Twitter to  see what the
hell everyone was looking at. But he didn’t find
anything – at first. 

Then he saw it. He clicked on the link that
read, Rockband punk is scared to be alone.

It was a  video  of himself saying ‘I don’t
want to be alone’ in GIF format playing over and
over. And it was set to some stupid techno beat.

As he approached his locker, he could see
something taped to it blowing from the A/C vent
above. 

He yanked the note off the locker. Don’t be
afraid pussy cat, the note read. 

How had finally answering Mrs.  Gibbs’
question lead to all of this? It didn’t matter what
he said or did. Tre and his football dopes always
found a way to turn it around on him. 

Blaze swallowed hard and walked with his
head down now.  Hoping that people wouldn’t
recognize him.  But it didn’t work.  They
all
recognized him. And they all laughed at him.

When he finally made it to  the gym,  he
noticed Nikki and Mark across the way.  They
noticed him and made their way over.

Nikki reached out to give him a hug. “So I
guess you saw the video?”

“Am I that easy to read?”

He reached out to high five Mark.

“Sucks man,” Mark said. “When are they
going to  give it up? Why won’t the leave you 
alone?”

“Screw those guys. They’re all losers, you 
know that,” Nikki said.

“One day all of those assholes will get
what they got coming,” Blaze said.

Mark shoved him. “Shut up. What the hell
are you going to do? You’ve never even been in a 
fight,” he teased.

“You may be right, but just watch and see. 
I’ll come up with something.”

“Can we just eat,  please? I’m starving,” 
Nikki said.

They loaded up in Blaze’s car and took off
for Sonic. 

Nikki climbed up front and Mark rode in
the back.

“So  Mark,  Blaze tells me that you  guys
may get the band back together again?”

“Do you tell this girl everything?”

Blaze smiled up in the rearview mirror. 

“We talked about it,” Mark answered.

“I think you should. You guys were pretty
damn good. I’d pay to see you play.”

“Well no offense, but you’re his girlfriend. 
Of course you’re going to say we were good.”

“What? Is my validation not enough?”

“You know what I mean, Nik.”

“Actually,  I didn’t tell her that we are
practicing this weekend,” Blaze said.

“See, he doesn’t tell me everything,” Nikki
said matter-of-factly.

They pulled up to Sonic and piled out.

The trio  sat down at a  table outside and
ordered their food.

“Don’t you guys ever want to just pack up 
and get the hell out of Kilwade?” Nikki asked.

“Why? Everyone that I’ve ever known
grew up here,” Mark said.

“That’s what I mean. There’s a whole big
ass world out there and all we know is tiny little
Kilwade, Texas. We don’t have a mall, we got one
Sonic and one Walgreens.  Hell,  we don’t even
have a Super Walmart.”

“But we do  have a Walmart,” Mark said. 
“What’s wrong with being in a  town that still
only
has
one
elementary
school,  one
middle
school and one high school? Some people prefer a 
town where everybody knows everybody else,” 
Mark added.

“Yeah well, not this somebody. I want to 
get the hell out of here.  New York,  Chicago, 
Cali,” Nikki said dreamily.

“C’mon,  Nik.  Houston is only forty-five
minutes from here and you get lost there,” Mark
laughed.

“Screw you! What about you,  Blaze?” 
Nikki asked.

Blaze thought for a  moment.  “I don’t
know.  I think my story ends here – in Kilwade. 
Hadn’t really thought about it much.”

“Well,  I guess I’ll have to
get
a  new
boyfriend then,” Nikki teased.

Blaze shrugged. “Suit yourself.” 

Nikki laughed.

“Not all guys can do  the thing I do with
my tongue,” Blaze said and winked.

“Didn’t think about that,”  she replied
smiling.

“Gross guys. Jesus,” said Mark. 

“And I don’t know.  I’m kind of looking
forward to  my life as a  plant operator,”  Blaze
said.

“Boooorinnnng,”  Nikki said rolling her
eyes. 

The waitress brought their food out. 

“Blaze, you thought anymore about trying
out for baseball this year?” Nikki asked.

Blaze cut his eyes at her.

Mark looked intrigued. “What? Baseball?
You?”

“Yeah,  asshole. And I thought about it. I
used to be pretty good.”

“The pitches go  a  little faster now than
when we played before.”

“Yeah, no  shit,” Blaze said. “Just shut up 
and eat your food.”

“You’re good at everything you  do, 
Blaze,” Nikki said.

“Eww,” Mark said. “I seriously need to get
me one of those.”

“What? A girlfriend? You  had one with
Kaylea but you messed that up.” Nikki teased.

“Yes a girlfriend and I know!” Mark said. 
“Does she always have your back like this?”

“Most of the time,” Blaze said winking at
Nikki.

“So,  why baseball? Why not try out for
football? You could play that thing where they go 
out and try to catch the ball,” Mark asked.

Blaze laughed. “You mean wide receiver?”

“Yeah sure,  whatever.  This is Kilwade. 
You know they only care about football. Are you 
sure we even have a baseball team?”

“You  might look cute out there in your 
little tight football pants, baby” Nikki said.

“Those football players are assholes.”

“All of them?” 

“Well the ones I know. Like Tre Johnson,” 
Blaze said.

“Doesn’t he play like quarterback or
something?” Mark asked.

Blaze nodded.  “Yeah.  That’s him,  the
freakin’ prick.”

“Don’t like him, eh?”

“No.  He walks around thinking that he’s
hot shit.”

“Sounds like you may be a little jelly-”

“I’m not jealous at all bro. The guy is just a 
jack ass.  And he calls me Rockband – what the
hell kind of jab is that?”

Mark and Nikki laughed.

“It’s funny to you, huh?”

“Rockband? It’s kind of a  compliment, 
Blaze,” Nikki said.

“Well, he damn sure doesn’t mean it like
that. Tre and all his little football friends, all they
do  is
drink,  smoke
weed
and
go  to  parties
looking for girls to bang,” Blaze said.

Mark raised his hand.  “Excuse me and
what exactly is wrong with any of those?”

Blaze eyed him.

“I’m just saying.  I mean we drink and
smoke too.  Or am I missing something? And if
you didn’t have a girl,” he said pointing at Nikki. 

“It’s just different.  I don’t know.  And I
don’t bully people every day.” Blaze said. 

“Sounds like maybe you just don’t like the
guy?” Nikki inquired.

Blaze glared at her. “Well I don’t. Is that
okay?”

“Geesh,  don’t get all defensive.  I mean
sure it’s fine.  Like him,  don’t like him,  I don’t
care,” Nikki responded. 

“Shit. We’re late,” Mark said looking at his
phone. “See now, look what you did Blaze. Made
us all late talking about football and baseball.”

“Shut the hell up and get in before I leave
your ass here,” Blaze said with a grin. 

“Oh,  get out of your  feelings buttercup. 
You’re still taking me to the gun range with you, 
right? It’s been
a  few weeks and I’m having
withdrawals.”

Friday, Aug 23rd




Chapter 6

Nikki
gripped
the
seat
as
the
car
slid
around a corner. School had just ended and Blaze
was dropping her off at home. She’d noticed a 
change in him since his dad had left.  Nothing
that
worried her
too
much,  but
there
was a 
change. He had been a lot more aggressive lately
and a lot less funny. 

“You  in a  rush to  drop  me off or
something?”  Nikki asked,  trying not to  sound
rude. 

“No. Why?”

“Well you’ve cut about five cars off and
we’ve two wheeled every turn since we left the
school.”

“No, I haven’t.”

She didn’t want to  pick a  fight over
something silly, so she left it alone. 

“So, am I going to see you later tonight at
the football game?” Nikki asked.

“You  know how much I looove going to 
football games. Besides, I promised my mom that
I’d try this stupid family counseling thing with
her tonight.”

“What time does it start?”

“Session starts at five.”

“Those things usually last an hour… game
doesn’t start till seven. You’ll have plenty of time
to make it. Please!? Can you just come for me?” 
She asked as she reached over and grabbed him
between the legs.

“Don’t touch that unless you’re going to 
finish.”

She smiled at him.

The car pulled up to her house and she got
out.

“So, are you coming or not Blaze?”

He frowned.  “Sure I’ll make an
appearance to this adolescent sporting event.”

She smiled. “Okay, see yah there! We play
Carter High tonight.  It should be a  great game
and I get to spend the evening with you!”

He put the car in reverse and pointed it for
home. 

His mom’s car was already in the
driveway. Now that the time was here, he hated
that he’d agreed to  go  and talk to  a counselor. 
Nothing was wrong with him. It was everyone
else with the problem. 

“Blaze, is that you?” His mom called as he
walked through the door. 

“Well it’s not the tooth fairy, mom.”

“Can you be nice for one second? Please?”

“Let’s just get this over with already,” he
said, rolling his eyes.

“I’ll drive,” she said.

“No. I’m taking my own car. I’m going to 
the football game after we’re done. Don’t ask.”

She raised her eyebrows.  “Oh.  Okay.  I
didn’t think you liked football.”

“I don’t. Nikki begged me to go. Can we
just leave, please?”

“Fine, Blaze. You don’t want to talk to me, 
so let’s just go. Maybe you’ll want to talk to the
doctor.”

“Thank you and probably not.”

Fifteen minutes later they pulled in front
of the counselor’s office. Blaze took a deep breath
and slowly got out of the car. There was a small
one story building in front of them. From what he
could tell it didn’t look like much. 

“Oh c’mon, it won’t be that bad.”

“Yeah mom, it will be that bad. It’s already
that bad.”

“It’ll be as good or as bad as you make it, 
son.”

But
Blaze
knew
that
he
was
hiding
something else. Something that he’d shared with
no one. Something that he’d buried deep within
his conscience.  Something that as he pieced the
events together over the past six months, that he
didn’t want to talk about with anyone. 

She
led the way inside.  It smelled like
someone
had
gone
way
overboard
with
air
freshener inside.

“Excuse me,” she called, leaning over the
counter. “Is anyone here?”

Five seconds later a  tall,  slender,  blonde
woman came to the door leading from the back. 
She didn’t look like the type of Doctor that Blaze
had in mind. 

“I’m Dr.  Smyrl – and you  must be Mrs. 
Planter?”

She reached out her hand. “Yes, but you 
can just call me Steph.”

Blaze
was still
trying to  get
over
how
attractive she was.  She was indeed nothing like
he expected. Maybe he could get used to seeing a 
shrink. 

She reachedher hand towards Blaze. “And
this handsome young man must be Blaze,” she
winked.

His
mind
had
gone
blank,  so  he
said
nothing. 

“Does he talk?” She said laughing.

“Yes,  he talks,”  Steph said shaking her
head.

“Can I have my hand back please, Blaze?”

He looked down and noticed they were
still shaking hands. Shit.

“Yeah, sorry,” he said. 

“This way to my office,” she gestured.

Blaze leaned down in his mother’s ear. “If
I’d known she looked like this I would have said
yes months ago.”

She shook her head but said nothing. 

“Both of you can have a seat over there.” 
She motioned to  a  small couch.  The room was
small and very plain.  The only thing hanging
from the wall was a small clock. 

“Have
either
of
you  had
any
type
of
counseling before?”

They both shook their heads.

“Okay. Well I’ll explain a little about how
this is going to  work.  At first,  I’ll ask a  few
questions just to  get to know you a little better. 
We
may have a  few one-on-one sessions too. 
Blaze,  I’ve already talked to  your  mother and
heard her side of what’s going on at home. So 
now I’d like to hear from you.”

He fidgeted with his hands. “What do you 
want to know?”

“Why don’t you tell me what your mother
did to make you so angry at her all the time?”

He smiled. “We only have an hour session, 
right?”

“Yes. We have an hour today.”

“Well, she made my dad leave.”

“You mean she’s the reason that they got
divorced?”

“Yes.”

“Well I’ve heard a little of the story and it
sounds like the road to divorce was a little more
complicated than that.  Why do  you  only blame
your mother?”

Blaze slumped in the seat and threw his
hands up. “So, you’re already taking her side?”

“No.  I’m not here to take sides. I’ll point
out things that I see, including when either of you
may be wrong about something.”

“If she would have taken care of herself
maybe put on some makeup every now and then’

“So,  let me make sure I understand. 
Because your  mother was no  longer physically
attractive to  your  dad anymore,  it gave him a 
right to cheat?”

He shook his head.  “Not a  right.  But I
understand. I mean if she cared how he felt, why
would she not try to be pretty for him?”

“Well there’s nothing wrong with that
Blaze, but there’sa lot more to a relationship than
outer
beauty.  Relationships are
hard work.  Is
there anything that your  dad could have done
differently?”

“I don’t know.  But I don’t want to  talk
about my dad.”

“Okay.  So,  do  you  want to  tell me why
you think you are here?”

“Because she dragged me here,” he said, 
pointing to his mom.

“So,  you think that you don’t need to be
here?”

He shrugged.

“Blaze thinks the way he talks to  me is
okay,” Steph said. 

“I’m surprised that you even notice.”

“What’s that supposed to  mean,  Blaze?” 
Steph said. 

“Mom, everyday it’s Kevin this and Kevin
that. You don’t know anything about me.”

“That’s not true, Blaze. I know everything
about you.”

“Really? What’s my favorite band, mom?”

“That’s easy, Blaze - Metallica.”

“Mom, I’ve never listened to them. That’s
one question down.  How many questions can I
stump you with? Shall we see?”

“But don’t you have three posters of them
hanging in your room?”

“No.  Those are other bands, mom. Okay
this is an easy one… what’s Nikki’s last name?
We’ve only been dating almost two years.”

Steph looked down. A tear rolled from her
eye.

Dr. Smryl handed her a Kleenex. 

“This is such a huge waste of time. I didn’t
need to come here to know what I already knew. 
Even when I’m home, I’m alone,” Blaze said.

“Blaze,  do  you  make yourself available?
Or are you closed in your room most of the time?
I’ve found that most teenagers that I see don’t
really give their parents an opportunity to  be
engaged.”

Blaze said nothing. 

“Blaze, do  you want a better relationship 
with your mother?”

“I don’t know. Maybe, maybe not. I’ll be
fine without her – made it this far.”

“Do  you  really think you’ve made it
without her help? Like I said earlier, relationships
are a  two-way street.  You’re going to  have to 
make an effort too. It won’t be easy and it’s going
to  take some time.  Do  you  talk to  Nikki about
how you’ve been feeling at home?”

He nodded. 

“Would she be a good person to talk to?”

“I guess.”

“Okay.  Maybe you  should try talking to 
her.  Can you  do  that and let me know how it
goes?”

“Sure.”

“Now,  tell me a  little about these fights 
you’ve been getting into at school.”

Blaze looked over at his mother. “I haven’t
gotten into any fights. Some arguments, yes. The
guys at my school – most of them are assholes. 
And the teachers don’t care.  Especially if it’s a 
football
player.  Those
guys
get
away
with
murder.”

“What makes them assholes, Blaze?”

“They’re cocky.  Everybody is always
telling them how good they are. I mean just look
at this town.  Tonight is Friday,  right? Where is
everyone going to  be? It’s like that’s the only
thing people care about here.”

“Well Blaze, there’s nothing wrong about
being good at something and being recognized
for it. Don’t you want your band to be good? Isn’t
that why you guys practice?”

He shrugged.

“Do  you feel like you’re always in a bad
mood?”

“Never thought about it before but yeah, 
probably.”

“Do  you  feel like that’s normal for a kid
your age?”

“I don’t go  around polling kids to  see if
they are angry, so I don’t know. I think I’m pretty
normal. My friends think I’m normal too.”

She looked down at her notes and added a 
few more.

“Blaze,  are you  doing any drugs right
now? Or drinking?” 

“I drink sometimes with friends.  It’s
nothing I can’t control.”

“Okay. And the drugs?”

Blaze looked over at his mother.

“I smoke some.”

“Smoke?”

“Weed.”

“Blaze!” Steph shouted in surprise.

“What do you want me to say? You want
me to come in here and lie?”

“Steph,  he’s right.  This has to  be a  safe
place where everyone here is telling the truth.”

“Everyone smokes. I can’t name a kid that
doesn’t.”

“The
asshole
football
players,  too?”  Dr. 
Smryl asked.

Blaze laughed.  “Hell,  I’ve heard they
smoke at halftime.”

“Hmm… as big of a problem as you make
it seem, is the school doing anything about it?”

“What are they gonna do? Cancel school?
Everyone
would
be
kicked
out.  Like
I
said, 
everyone smokes.”

“Blaze c’mon. Everyone?” Steph asked.

“Everyone doesn’t have an alternate
meaning, mom. Like I said. Everyone.”

“That’s too bad. Do you feel like you could
stop for a few weeks if I asked you to?” Dr. Smyrl
asked.

Blaze didn’t answer. 

“Blaze?” Steph said.

“Well I could,  I guess.  It doesn’t control
me. But I don’t really want to stop.”

“I’d like to  see if I can recognize any
changes. So yes, I’d like you to give it a rest for a 
few
weeks.  Then
we can talk about it again. 
Deal?”

“Sure. Whatever.”

“You  did a  good job  today,  Blaze.  I’m
proud of you for coming here. Our time is almost
up today. I’d like to see you again, Blaze – alone. 
A one-on-one. I’m working this weekend. What
does your  tomorrow look like? Can you  make
that?”

“Tomorrow probably doesn’t work for me. 
I’m going to the shooting range with my friends. 
And then my band is getting back together to 
practice.”

Dr.  Smyrl’s eyes widened.  “By shooting
range,  do  you  mean gun range?”  She
asked
making some notes.

“Yes.  My dad taught me how to  shoot.  I
grew up here in Kilwade. Everyone learns how to 
shoot, right?”

“You’re only seventeen.  Whose guns do 
you take to the range?”

“Mine.  My dad
and
I
used
to  shoot
together.”

“And now that he’s gone?”

“Now that he’s gone,  I have to  go  with
friends or by myself.”

“I understand. I like shooting clay targets
personally.  I have a  twenty gauge that’s my
favorite. But I work a lot, so I don’t get to do it
often. How many guns do you own?”

She was trying to lure him deeper into this
gun conversation. A kid like this should be as far
as east is from west from a gun. She needed to try
and get more out of him before he shut down on
her.

“I like shooting my AR-15 the most.”

Blaze’s phone started to ring in his pocket. 
He looked down to see it was five past the hour.

He stood up.  “I gotta  go.  Headed to  the
football game with the rest of the town,” he said
grinning. 

They all stood up.

“Blaze, it was very nice meeting you and I
will see you soon.”

“I’d like that,” Blaze responded.

Steph shook her head again.  “Okay
Casanova, let’s go. Thank you, Doctor.”

Steph put her arm around Blaze and he
tried to  squirm away,  but she held him tight. 
“Blaze,  you  have to  stop  pushing everyone
away.”

“I’m not pushing everyone away.”

“Only me?”

He said nothing. 

Steph rolled her eyes, “and I told you the
session wouldn’t be that bad,” she said.

He shrugged and got in his car.  Without
saying another word, he drove away. 

Steph was saddened that Blaze had just
driven away without saying a  word.  But he’d 
come to counseling like she’d asked. At least now
maybe with a  few sessions his behavior would
begin to improve. And maybe soon he’d get back
to being himself again. 




Chapter 7

Blaze pulled up  to  the football stadium
and stared in awe.  It was the first time he’d
attended a  game since his freshman year.  He
didn’t remember the games being this crowded. 
The parking lot was packed. He’d have to walk
for
five
minutes
just
to  get
to  the
stadium
entrance. Kilwade’spopulation was about twenty
thousand and it seemed like they were all here.

He sent a text to Nikki so she could meet
him at the gate. 

Three minutes later he saw her and her
friend Pam. Great.

Pam hated Blaze and he was okay with
that because he hated her too. But he tried most
of the time for Nikki’s sake. Girlfriends tended to 
have that one friend who hated the boyfriend no 
matter what. Pam was that friend. 

“Hey baby,”  Nikki said reaching up  to 
give him a kiss. 

“Hey. Want anything from the concession
stand?” Blaze asked.

“No. I’m good.”

“Hello  Pamela,”  he said,  knowing
she
hated being called by her full name. 

“Hey Blazer,” Pam said rolling her eyes.

Blaze grinned and slightly waved.

Nikki nudged him.  “Be nice,”  she
whispered.

He looked down at her and half smiled. 

They made their way through the stadium
towards the student section. 

On the field, the players were heading off
towards the locker room. 

“Hey Nikki,” one of them yelled from the
field. 

She waved back, not really sure who  it
was. 

It was Tre Johnson. 

“How do  you  know Tre?”  Blaze asked
surprised. 

“Relax, he’s in my art class, Blaze. I know
you don’t like him but he’s nice to me.”

“I bet he is,” he mumbled. 

“How did your  session go  today?”  She
asked trying to change the subject.

“Meh,” he responded. “The doctor is cute, 
so maybe I’ll go back.”

“Really?” She said shouldering him.

“Yeah. At least she’s not some old fart. I
mean if I gotta go anyways.”

“All men are pigs. I told you, girl,” Pam
said. 

“Hey,  I said she was cute.  I didn’t say I
was going to bang the woman. Jesus.”

“Whatever. All the same.”

Ten
minutes
later
the
players
were
marching back onto the field. All the fans were on
their feet yelling like they were the Beatles. Blaze
looked
around
the
crowded
stadium
and
laughed.

“Welcome to  Friday Night Lights, Blaze,” 
Nikki said.

“Yeah,  this is insane. Welcome to  Friday
night in Texas huh?”

“They’re really good. You’ll see.”

Blaze shrugged. 

It was only a few minutes into the game, 
but Kilwade had already scored twice and were
threatening to score again. 

At halftime the score was tied. Nikki had
been right about it being a good game. But Blaze
had enough football for one evening.

“I think I’m going to  turn in,  Nik.  The
band is meeting up pretty early tomorrow.”

“Okay, I understand. Do you want me to 
come and listen tomorrow?”

“If you’d like.  But it’s been awhile since
we’ve played together. Not sure how good we’ll
be.”

How
good
they
will
be?
Pam
thought
laughing.

“Something funny?” Blaze asked.

“Really? Were you  guys ever good, 
Blaze?”

“Pam, why don’t you go and sit with your 
boyfriend? Oh, that’s right you don’t have one. 
You  just screw guys.  Always open for service
right?”

“Blaze,  I asked you  to  be nice,”  Nikki
whined.

“I tried. She started this,” he said pointing
at Pam.

“Whatever. I’ll text you tomorrow,” Nikki
said.

“Whatever? So, you only heard what I said
to her right?”

Nikki didn’t respond.

“Okay well I’m still leaving.  Are you 
coming with?” Blaze asked.

“I never said I was leaving now. I want to 
finish the game.”

“Besides we’re going to the party after the
game,” Pam said defiantly. 

Nikki
shook her head at Pam.  “Don’t
antagonize him,  please.  What the hell is wrong
with you two?”

“What party?” Blaze asked.

“After every game the football players
have a huge bonfire. All the guys are there. Max, 
Wayne, Tre - it’ll be fun,” Pam quickly added.

Blaze fumed.

“I was going to see if you wanted to come, 
Blaze,” Nikki said.

“When? It sure didn’t sound like it. I hope
you guys have fun,” Blaze said standing up.

“Oh, we will,” Pam said.

“Knock it off Pam - damn,” Nikki scolded.

Pam laughed.  “Screw him.  He doesn’t
deserve you anyways. He’s a damn freak show.”

“That’s for me to decide, Pam. I’m sick of
you two.”

“Okay. Okay. Sorry. Why don’t you get a 
boyfriend that I like?”

“So,  let you  pick my boyfriends? You 
haven’t done so stellar there yourself,” Nikki said
laughing. 

“Haha.”

By now Blaze was almost to the end of the
bleachers. Nikki waited for him to turn around so 
she could wave to him, but he never did. She’d
wanted him to come to the game, but she didn’t
want it to end like this.

She took out her phone and sent him a 
text. You should come to the party with me tonight. 
HMU. Luv u. Sorry about Pam.

Blaze felt his phone buzz  and figured it
was Nikki, but he didn’t check it. He pulled up at
home and finally checked the message. 

Thanks for the offer but I’m in for the night
, he
responded back.

I’m really sorry about Pam – I wish you two
liked each other.

Blaze
slid his phone
in his pocket and
walked into  the house. Inside it was dark and
quiet.  Feeling along the wall he found the light
switch and flipped it on. 

He threw his keys onto  the counter and
fixed a sandwich. There was a note on the fridge
from his mom. He yanked it off and read it.

Love you always Blaze.

He balled it up  and threw it in the trash
can.  Then he grabbed two  beers and skipped
upstairs to his room. 

The Xbox was off, so he clicked it on and
loaded Grand Theft Auto. Nothing made him feel
better than shooting a  few dozen people and
jacking some cars. He kicked off his shoes, ripped
his shirt off and popped the top on a beer.

Thirty minutes later, he’d downed the two 
beers he
brought
up  and was thinking about
going to get two more. 

His phone chimed.

You coming  to
hang  out with  us? It was
another text from Nikki.

Not this time. Had a few beers about to hit the
sack. Have fun. TTYL.

Blaze laid down in his bed.  For a  split
second he actually thought about going to  the
party. But he knew the last thing anyone needed
was for him to be around the football punks after
both sides had been liquored up. 




Chapter 8

Nikki picked up the shot on the table and
stared at it. She was nearing the point in the night
where she had to decide if she was getting tipsy
or
drunk.  This would be
shot
number
three. 
Tipsy was quickly being left behind. 

“You going to drink it or just look at it all
night?” Someone whispered in her ear.

She turned curiously to see who it was. A
grin covered her face.

“It’s loud in here, what did you say?” She
asked Tre. 

“I said, are you going to  drink that?” He 
yelled. 

She shrugged.

He held up his shot and they clanked them
together. 

“To a night of fun,” he said.

She smiled and they both downed their
shots. 

“So,  where’s Rockband at?”  He
asked
leaning in close to her.

She laughed. “His name is Blaze and he’s
at home.”

She was trying not to show it, but she did
find Tre quite attractive. 

“I know his name.  You’re too pretty for
him. So  why didn’t he come to party? Mommy
wouldn’t let him out?”

“Listen, I like you Tre, you seem nice. But
I’m with Blaze, okay?”

Tre took a step back and put his hands up. 
“Okay. I got it. But if you’re with Blaze, why do I
catch you looking at me the way you do?”

She stared at the ground sheepishly and
pushed her hair over her ear.

“Hey guys,  what’s up,” Pam interrupted
before Nikki could answer.

Nikki was relieved that she wouldn’t have
to answer his question now. 

“You guys want to do a shot?” Pam asked.

“Uh,  we just did one.  I should probably
slow down,” Nikki said.

“Ah it was a baby shot,” Tre said. “Sure, 
pour us all one.”

Nikki shook her head. “You guys are bad. 
Oh, what the hell – why not?”

The three of them clanked the shot glasses
and then downed the alcohol.

“Pam!”  Someone called her from across
the room.

“Be right back guys.”

Pam darted off through the crowd.

“There are a  lot of people here,”  Nikki
said.

Tre nodded. “I believe you were about to 
answer
my question
over?”

“Was I?”  She
before
your  friend came

said
smiling.  She
knew
flirting
with
Tre
was
probably
a  bad
idea. 
Especially while she was drinking. 

“Okay.  That’s how you’re going to  play
me, huh?”

She shrugged.

He grabbed her hand and tugged on it. 
“Well at least come and dance with me.”

She weakly pulled back against him. The
little voice in her head told her this was a very
bad idea.

“C’mon Nikki – it’s just a dance, right? I
know you got a man and all – I’m just trying to 
dance.”

Hesitating, she followed him.

The music played loudly and everywhere
Nikki
looked
people
where
dancing.  On
the
tables, couches – even the staircase.

Through the window Nikki could see the
bonfire
burning.  Half
a  dozen
people
stood
around staring at it.

Tre spun her around and pressed roughly
into  her from behind. She hated to admit it but
she liked the way this felt. Blaze wasn’t a dancer
at all and would have never did something like
this with her.

Nikki wanted to pull away. She knew she
should pull away, but she didn’t. 

A few minutes later another song played
and the pair kept dancing. Tre turned her around
and pressed his forehead against hers. 
She smiled at him and he smiled back. 

“Look what I got!”  Pam yelled holding
more shots.

Nikki pushed away from Tre.  “No.  No. 
Not this time. We’ve had enough, Pam.”

“Don’t be such a wussy, Nikki. We came
to party, right?”

Nikki
put
her
hands
on
her
hips
and
sighed.

“Hello? I said we came to  party, right?” 
Pam said a lot louder this time. 

Slowly Nikki nodded. “I guess.”

“You know she’s got a point,” Tre added.

“You’re not helping,” Nikki said.

“Shut up  slut and take the drink!”  Pam
yelled.

Nikki took the drink and gulped it down. 

“I didn’t know you guys were such party
animals,” Tre said.

“We are
not – can’t you  tell?”  Nikki
responded.

“Could’ve fooled me.  And you’ve got
some moves out there.” He pointed where they’d
been dancing.

“Moves? No. I shake my ass and you press
that guy into me,” she pointed down and smiled. 

“You seemed to be enjoying yourself,” Tre
said.

“You aren’t half bad, but I’ve seen better.”

“Oh, not half bad huh? Really?”

Now he was about an inch from her face. 
The two of them stared at each other for a minute
but neither said a word. 

“Rooms are upstairs,  kids,”  Wayne said
coming up from behind them both.

Tre pushed him. The last thing he wanted
to do now was scare her off.

“Shut up, Wayne,” Tre said.

“Just trying to  help,  bro.  Oh and I got
this,”  he said holding up  a  freshly rolled joint. 
“Anyone up for a smoke?”

“You don’t have to,” Tre told Nikki.

“Give me that. I’ve probably smoked more
of this than you have.”

“I revert to my previous statement. Like I
said, I didn’t know that you guys were such party
animals.”

She
put
the
joint
into  her
mouth
and
inhaled hard.  Then she handed the joint to Tre. 
“Shut up and take a hit before I realize all of this
is a big mistake.”

Tre smiled and took a  few hits from the
joint. 

“C’mon.  I want to  press this into  you 
again,” he said grabbing her hand and putting it
on him. 

Nikki didn’t understand why she wasn’t
telling this guy no. Blaze had been acting like a 
spoiled brat lately, but she loved him and didn’t
want to hurt him. They were just having a little
fun.  Some dancing and flirting.  Nothing more, 
she told herself. 

He pulled on her again. “C’mon. I’m not
going to kidnap you. I just want to dance.”

“A few more and then I have to  go.  It’s
late. I probably should have left already.”

“Well I hope neither of you are driving?”

“We drove here,” Nikki said.

“Yeah and well you’ve been drinking like 
a  fish since then.  I may be a  crazy, but I don’t
drive after I’ve been partying.  I know you’re
smarter than that.”

“I’ll decide how smart I am.  And
obviously not too smart if I’m smoking and
drinking with you.”

“Damn, you got me there,” Tre said. 

He
pulled
her
close
and grinded hard
against her. He put his hands on both sides of her
face and pulled hers to his. 

He
kissed her
long and deep.  He
was
expecting her to push him away but surprisingly, 
she didn’t. 

Nikki felt someone tap her shoulder,  but
she ignored it. 

“Nikki!” Pam yelled. “My dad just called. 
We gotta  go.  And what are you  doing?”  She
asked pointing to Tre with a look of confusion.

“Kissing,” he said. “It’s called kissing.”

“Well no shit, Tre. I know what it’s called

– but you don’t look like Blaze.”

“Let me take you guys home. I’ve had way
less and I can handle myself after a few.”

“Umm I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” 
Nikki said.

“And you driving is?” He asked, flashing
his car keys. 

Two  minutes later the three of them had
piled into his car. 

Nikki rode up  front with Tre and Pam
passed out in the back.

“I imagine you can tell me how to get to 
her house, right?” They both looked back at Pam
who was dead to the world. 

“Yeah. Wow she’s wasted.”

Tre
drove
for
a  few
minutes and then
pulled over on the side of the highway.

He carefully pulled his cell phone from his
pocket with his left hand.

“Why are we pulled over? Is there
something wrong with the car?” Nikki asked. 

He turned the record setting on his phone.

“Oh yeah, everything is fine. We just have
to finish what we started.”

He leaned over and started kissing Nikki
again.  He made sure to  keep  his phone out of
view. 

Five
seconds later,  Nikki did push him
away this time.

“Listen,  I like you.  It’s pretty obvious at
this point. Otherwise, I would have decked you.”

“Decked me?”  He said laughing.  “Who 
says decked?”

“Hit.  Punched.  Whatever,”  she laughed. 
“I’m with Blaze – I told you that. Maybe one day
if Bla-’

He put a  hand up.  “You  don’t have to 
explain.  I crossed a  line.  You’re another man’s 
girl. I should have respected that.”

“I’m the one in the relationship. You don’t
have to apologize.”

“Blaze already doesn’t like me and I guess
now he’s got a good reason.”

“Don’t worry about Blaze - he’s harmless. 
He’s going through a lot right now. He’s a good
guy, Tre.”

They rode the rest of the way without
saying another word.  They pulled up  to  Pam’s
house and Nikki grabbed her key from her purse. 
Tre and Nikki each took a side and walked Pam
up to her front door and in. When they finally got
Pam
into
her
bed,  the
two  laughed
at
the
situation. 

Ten minutes later he was sitting in front of
Nikki’s house.

“You coming out to  party after the game
next week?” Tre asked.

“Ha. Probably not. Doesn’t seem like I can
control myself around certain individuals.”

She climbed out. “Good night, Tre.”

He watched her walk into the house and
then played the video he’d recorded back on his
phone.

Saturday, Aug. 24th




Chapter 9

Tre opened the door to  his mother’s
hospital room as quietly as he could. He hated to 
see her like this. She’d been such a strong woman
his whole life. 

“I hear you  boy.  Come on in here,”  his
mother,  Danielle,  said.  “Stop  trying to  tip-toe
around. You never were good at being sneaky.”

“Yes, ma’am. You know I try not to wake
you, momma. You need your rest.”

She reached up  and rubbed his chin.  “I
know you  do.  You’re always so  thoughtful. 
Where is your brother?”

“He stopped at the restroom. He’ll be right
in. How you feelin’ momma?”

She winced adjusting one of the tubes in
her nose, “I’m tired, Tre.”

He rubbed her face with the back of his
hand.  “I know,  momma.  The doctors say they
wanna try a new medicine.”

She shook her head. “There’s no money for
the new medicine, Tre. We both know that,” she
said coldly.

He hadn’t wanted her to worry about the
money. He’d asked the doctor to keep all money
talks strictly with him.

“What are you talking about momma? The
doctor-”

She put a  hand up,  “he came to  see me
about
an
hour 
ago. 
The
new
medicine
is
expensive, Tre.”

“I’ll come up with the money, momma,” 
Tre said. 

She laughed weakly.  “Baby,  you  might
make it to the NFL in a few years but this cancer
of mine… I’m afraid it’s not going to  wait that
long.”

She forced a reassuring smile to her eldest
son. 

Tre shook his head. “No. Stop talking like 
that. I’m going to talk to that doctor. I’m going to 
get that money, momma.”

“Tre.” She grabbed his shoulder. “Look at
me.” He turned away. “I said look at me, Tre. I’m
tired.  I’m in pain,  baby.  And besides, you’ve
done
enough
already.  I
am
so  proud of
you 
baby.”

Tre felt himself becoming emotional.  He
knew
he
needed to  be
strong for them both
though.

The door suddenly burst open.  “Hey
momma,” Juwan said.

“There’s my other baby,”  she answered. 
“Come give momma a big ole hug.”

They hugged and she held him for a long
time. She kissed him on the forehead.

Tre got a Kleenex and wiped his eyes. 

“So,  when are you  coming home, 
momma?” Juwan asked.

“Oh,  I don’t know baby.  But real soon, 
okay?” She lied looking over at Tre.

He nodded.

“You  just listen to  your  brother
and
behave for him. Can you do that for me?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“You promise?”

“I pinky promise,”  he said holding his
hand up and smiling.

“Tre, why don’t you take him home and
get him something to  eat? That baby gotta  be
hungry. He don’t need to be stuck up here with
me.”

“I’m not ready to  leave yet,  momma.  I
wanna see this doctor.”

“Tre,  I done told you  already about the
medicine.”

There was a  soft knock on the door and
Dr. Caldwell came in.

Tre frowned at him.

The
doctor
noticed
the
tension
and
carefully walked past him.

“Can I get you  anything,  Ms.  Johnson?” 
He asked.

She shook her head.

“Say man,  let me holler at you outside,” 
Tre said tapping the doctor on the shoulder.

Dr. Caldwell looked startled. “Uh, okay.”

Tre walked out into the hall and waited for
the doctor before he closed the door.

“Mr. Johnson?”

Tre got an inch away from the Doctors
face. He wasn’t going to hit him but he wanted
him to  think that he was.  “Man,  don’t Mr. 
Johnson me. I told you not to say a word to her
about the money. I told you I was going to get the
damn money.”

The Dr.  stepped back.  “Listen,  I know
you’re angry.  But she is the patient.  I can’t
continue to  keep things from her. It’s not right. 
You’ve been behind on payments for a  few
months now.  We simply can’t wait any longer. 
We want to  help  people like your  mother,  but
money keeps all those machines she’s hooked up 
to running.”

“Doc, in three or four  years I’ll be in the
league. Hell, I’ll pay you and this hospital back
with interest.  I don’t have many options here, 
Doc.”

“I believe you will, Tre. I’ve seen you play
and you’re pretty good. But you know we can’t
wait that long.”

“I need two days.”

“I don-”

“Two  damn days,  man.  This is my
momma’s life we’re talking about here,” he said
stepping back in his face.

“I’ll remind you that the medicine is still in
the trial phase.  Even if you  come up  with the
money, there is no guarantee.”

“Do we really have a choice?”

“Two  days, Tre,” he said putting his arm
on his shoulder. “Two days – that’s all I can give
you.”

Tre watched the doctor walk away. 

Two  days
would
be
all
he
needed –
hopefully. 

He tried to  muster the biggest smile he
could before walking back into the room with his
mother. 

She gave him the evil eye. “Care to tell me
what that was all about, Tre?”

He
walked over and kissed her on the
forehead.  “Not really,  momma.  We gonna run. 
I’m goin to  take him to  get some food like you 
suggested.”

She eyed him.

“I am really hungry, momma,” Juwan said
jumping from the bed.

“I’m goin call you later momma,” Tre said
trying to rush his brother out of the door.

“Tre, don’t do nothing you shouldn’t. You 
hear me?”

“I love you, momma. Yes ma’am.”

He grabbed his little brother’s hand and
they walked out. 

“Tre,  when is momma  really coming
home?”  Juwan asked as they got into  the
elevator.

“I don’t know little man.  You  just keep 
your  grades up  and stay out of trouble.  That’s
what I need you to worry about. You hear?”

Juwan nodded but said nothing. He knew
there was something they were hiding from him. 
A big something at that.

They rode in silence until Juwan finally cut
into it, professing his hunger again. 

Tre only had five dollars left but he knew
where he needed to spend it. 

“We’ll stop  and grab a  few double
cheeseburgers, okay?”

“Okay.”

After they’d gotten their burgers,  Tre
pointed the car for their apartment.

“I got some things I gotta do tonight after I
drop you off at home.”

Juwan frowned. “I don’t want to be home
alone again.”

“I know buddy, but you want momma to 
come home, right?”

Juwan did want his mother to come home, 
but he didn’t understand what that had to  do 
with being home alone.

“Yes.”

“Okay,  well that means I have to  go.  I
won’t be gone long I promise. And I’ll be back
home before you go to sleep.”

Tre turned into their apartment complex. 
He walked Juwan past the crew shooting dice on
the corner. It was nearing dark and he never let
him walk through the complex alone.

Once inside their apartment,  Tre turned
the TV on and walked back to his room. He went
under
his
mattress
and
picked
up  his
9mm
handgun. He released the magazine and checked
to be sure it was full. Then he chambered a round
and hid the weapon in his pants.

Juwan walked in and caught him before
he’d tucked his shirt back in.

“Why do you need that gun, Tre?”

Tre was pissed at himself that he hadn’t
closed the door behind him.

“Protection.  You  never know who  you 
may run into. That’s all.”

“From who?”

“From anyone that may try to  hurt me. 
You don’t want me to get hurt do you?”

He shook his head.  “Are you  sure you 
have to go?”

“We already talked about this, Wan. Yeah,
I have to go.”

He
gave
him
a  kiss on
the
cheek and
patted his butt. “Go eat those burgers before they
get cold.  And do  your  homework.  I’ll check it
when I get back home.”

Tre made sure the door was locked behind
him as he exited the front door.

When he got far enough down the hall he
screamed and punched the wall. Shit!

Everything had happened so quickly. His
dad got incarcerated again for selling drugs – his
third strike.  Then a  few months later his mom
had
been
diagnosed
with
stage
three
breast
cancer. Her mother had died from breast cancer
and her mother too. And now he’d been forced to 
do something that he said he never would. 

He drove down to the Square, a rundown
apartment complex on the outskirts of Kilwade. 
Mostly old people and drug dealers lived there. 
And poor people that were just really down on
their luck.  Unless you  were looking for trouble
you didn’t go to the Square.

He was meeting a dealer named Buck. Not
just a dealer – the dealer. Buck ran everything in
the
Square
and
was
responsible
for
ninety
percent of the drugs in all of Kilwade. He knew
which cops to pay off to keep his operation afloat. 

When he’d reached the square, he parked
and climbed out. It’d been years since he’d been
at the Square but it was just like he’d
remembered it.  The lighting sucked,  half of the
lights were broken and the other half too dim to 
make much of a difference.

He walked around the building to  meet
Buck. He was greeted by two bodyguards when
he reached the top of the stairs.

“Turn around punk, you know the drill,” 
the large man directed.  “Shouldn’t you  be
somewhere throwing a football around?”

The
goon
started frisking Tre and very
quickly found his gun.

“You know you not goin’ in with this,” he
said dangling the gun before throwing it onto a 
table behind him.

“You got anything else?” 

Tre shook his head. 

The goon waived Tre through. 

Tre
walked
into  the
apartment.  Halfdressed women counted money and filled bags
with different drugs.  He tried to  keep  his head
down as he walked back to meet with Buck. This
was the last place he needed to  be.  One wrong
move and he’d be a goner.

When he reached the door to Buck’s room
he was stopped and frisked again. Then he was
ushered into the room with the boss.

Buck looked shocked to  see Tre standing
there.

“Tre Johnson,” Buck smiled. “The next big
thing out of Kilwade U.”

“I hope so,” Tre half-smiled back.

“What do you want?” Buck quickly turned
cold and hard. 

“I need some help.”

“Help?  Oh and Sorry to hear about your 
pops. I’ll send him some bread. He was a good
worker for me.”

“Thanks. My mom is sick Buck…”

“I know. I heard. You want some work?”

“I need a loan.”

Buck laughed.  A few of his men laughed
too.

“Boy, you know I don’t do no damn loans. 
And if I did, you wouldn’t like my interest rate.”

“I know you  don’t and if I had
an
alternative I wouldn’t be here. I need about fifty
large.”

Buck’s eyes widened.  His bodyguards
laughed.

“You got how many offers right now?”

“Fifteen offers. I’m going pro in few years, 
Buck.  Man,  I’ll give you  three times what you 
loan me.  You know I’m good for it.”

“Fifteen offers,  huh? Alabama  offered
you?”

Tre nodded.

“Good school – lots of competition. I seen
you play a few games. You’re pretty good. But to 
make it to the league you gotta be damn good.”

“I’m gon’ make it. I have to.”

“So what, you expect me to wait three or
four years to get my money back? On some long
shot dream of making it to the NFL?”

Tre
said nothing but that was his idea 
precisely. 

“Seems like a big risk that I’d be taking, 
Tre. I don’t like taking big risks. Most people see 
all this up in here and think it’s a risk – but it’s
not.  I pay who  I need to  pay and shoot who  I
need to shoot. This is the most risk free bitness in
Kilwade.”

“I know. But I’m all out of options and this
cancer isn’t letting up. Doctor gave me two days 
to come up with the cash. I can’t just sit back and
watch my mom die.”

“You know if the NCAA gets wind of any
of this then all those offers are gone, right?”

“I know.  My mom is worth more than
those offers.”

“Yeah,  but you can’t pay me back if you 
don’t make it to college first. Give me a day and
let me mull it over,” he said and he waived Tre
off.

The two  goons grabbed Tre by each arm
and
shoved
him
out.  And just
like
that,  the
meeting was over. 

He walked back through the drug house
and back outside where the two  door guards
waited.

One of them handed him back his gun.

“Next time you  come,  don’t bring this. 
Matter of fact why you here, anyways? You got a 
bright future ahead of you. Trying to end up like
your dumbass pops? Like father, like son?”

“Nothing like father like son about it. I just
need some quick cash is all.”

Tre reached out and took his gun back and
left.




Chapter 10

Steph eagerly looked down at her phone
waiting
for
it
to  ring.  They
both
knew
that
meeting – and meeting like
this – would be
putting Mr. Hunter’s career in jeopardy, but they
didn’t care. You love who you love. 

It had only been a  few month’s but she
believed she did love him. The way he’d looked
at her the first day he’d seen her in the cafeteria 
still made her skin crawl. No man had looked at
her that way in at least twenty years.

No  matter
how
you  spun
it,
dating a 
married man was wrong.  But she was a  decent
woman and she deserved to be happy. She didn’t
deserve to be alone. No one deserved to be alone. 

She jumped as someone knocked on the
window.

“You  were supposed to  call,”  she said
rolling the window down.

“I know but I thought it’d be more exciting
this way,” Hunter said smiling.

She smiled back. “Get in before someone
sees you silly.”

He walked around, opened the passenger
door and climbed in.

The
door
had barely shut
when
Steph
started in.

“I’m scared. I’m really scared.”

His face tightened. “Scared about what?”

“All of it.  If anyone finds out,  you  lose
your  job.  And what are we going to  tell Blaze?
You’re his principal for Christ’s sake.”

“For now, we agreed to tell him nothing. 
Right?”

She nodded. “So, what are we doing then?
I’m a forty-nine year old cafeteria lady-”

He put his hand over her mouth. “Stop. 
You’re more than that. I noticed it from the first
time you walked into my office and asked me to 
help with Blaze.”

Tears formed in her eyes. “I’m losing him
and I don’t know what to do about it. About this. 
This wasn’t a good idea for either of us. You’re a 
smart man. You know that. And I really need to 
focus on getting Blaze back. I’m afraid I’ve lost
him.”

He didn’t want to agree with her, but she
was
right.  He
was
putting
his
career
and
marriage on the line. She was also  right about
needing to spend all the time she could on Blaze.

“So, are you saying you don’t want to see
me anymore? I told you  when this started that
my marriage had been over for a long time. Do 
you  want me to  leave? I’ll pack up  and leave
today.”

“No. Yes. I don’t know. I don’t know what
I want.  I need things to  be less complicated.  I
need to  fix things at home,  but yes,  this feels
good. No it feels great, but-”

“But you don’t want to see me anymore?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“But you didn’t not say it either,” he said
turning towards the window.

“How do I fix things with Blaze by doing
this?”

“I’ve done everything I can to  help him, 
Steph.  You  have
to  want
to  be
helped,  yah
know?”

“I know.”

“Want me to talk to him today?”

“It’s Saturday. Don’t you think that might
be a little strange? Besides he’s at the gun range
and doing some silly band stuff later.  I’m sure
he’ll be gone all day.”

“Gun range?”  he asked not wanting to 
start a fight but also needing to voice his opinion. 

“Yeah – it’s not illegal is it?”  she asked
wondering why he didn’t just come out and say
whatever it was he was thinking.

He shook his head.

“What?” She pressed.

“He’s angry,” he said. 

“Okay and? He likes to  shoot.  It’s
something he did with his dad.  He’s been
shooting since he was able to walk.”

He knew he was treading into deep water
now. Her face was strained.

“Yeah, but he hasn’t been angry that long. 
I don’t know if going to the gun range is the best
idea for a kid like him.”

After
the
words
left
his
mouth
he
immediately
wanted
to  take
them
back.
He
couldn’t have said what he was thinking any
worse.

“A kid like him? What does that mean?”

He put a  hand on her shoulder.  “Calm
down and just listen to me. That didn’t come out
how I intended.”

“No. I don’t need to calm down. Blaze has
never hurt anyone.  I think you  need to  leave
now.”

“Really,  Steph? Would you  just hear me
out?”

“On this? No, I won’t. I’ll call you later, or
maybe I won’t.”

“Steph?”

“I’ve got a  hair appointment that I’m
going to be late for.”

He knew that saying what he had about
Blaze could go south and it had. But it needed to 
be
said.  Hunter
climbed
out
of
the
car
and
watched as Steph sped off across the parking lot.

Steph felt bad about just leaving like that. 
But he had some nerve calling Blaze dangerous of
all things. He was a hurting, angry boy sure, but
he’d never hurt anyone. 

She thumbed through the business cards
in her purse and dialed Dr. Smryl’s cell phone.

“Hello,  this is Karyn Smryl,”  the doctor
said answering her cell.

“Hello  and I apologize.  This is Steph –
Blaze-”

“Ahh,  to  what do  I owe the call? Is
everything okay?”

“Oh of course.  Everything’s fine.  It’s
Saturday and I know it’s unexpected, but I really
would like to  hear what you  have to  say about
something.”

She really didn’t want to  hear what she
had to  say,  but maybe she had been irrational
with Hunter.

“Okay. I’m all ears.”

“Blaze obviously is going through a  lot
right now and he spends a lot of time you know
shooting-”

“I’m going to cut you off right there. Are
you  asking my professional opinion on Blaze’s
mental state? And if you  should be concerned
about him harming someone? I just want to  be
clear on what I’m answering.”

Steph hesitated. “Yes. I think that’s what
I’m asking.”

“Personally,  I think he’s very angry and
that
maybe
he
should take a  break from the
hobby for a while. I know he has the little rift at
school,  but I think something else has triggered
his
behavior. 
Maybe
the
divorce, 
maybe
something else – but something.  I don’t know
him well enough to know if he’d hurt someone or
himself. But from what I saw the other day… like
I said, he is very angry.”

“Blaze has never even been in a fight.”

“Honestly that may be worse. It means he
has a  lot of pent up  emotions.  Maybe one day
he’ll get tired of being everyone’s punching bag.
Everyone has a breaking point.”

“Well how would I know if he was
planning to  – I don’t know – hurt someone? Or
himself?” 

“Has he ever talked about suicide or
simply
being
gone
and
no 
longer
feeling
anything? I didn’t want to push too hard during
our first session.”

Steph giggled nervously. “Not to me. No. 
That’s silly. Blaze is full of life.”

“No,  it’s not silly. It’s what I see. We just
need to  keep  a  really close eye on him.  Pay
attention to changes in his routine. Be nosy. Log
into his computer, check his cell phone. It’s your 
job to be nosy.”

“What about his privacy? He’s seventeen.”

“His privacy would be the least of my
concern right now. Trust me.”

“I don’t have the passwords to his phone
or
laptop.  That
conversation
should
be
fun. 
Could you imagine?”

“I can tell you  it won’t be fun.  But this
warrants it. His behavior warrants it. It’s your job 
to be nosy. Good parents are. Dig in and find out
where he’s at and what he’s doing.  What
websites is he going to? Dig in and make your 
expectations known.  It won’t be easy and he’ll
fight you on it. I’ve counseled a lot of parents that
have lost kids to  suicides and they all wished
they’d been more in their kids’ business. Like I
said, it’s your job. If you won’t, who will? I have
an appointment in five, so I have to run. Call me
anytime you need to talk more.”

“Okay, I will. Thanks… I think.”

Dr. Smryl paused for a moment. She knew
what she needed to  say next,  but it was never
easy. 

She swallowed hard. “Steph, I can tell you 
what won’t be fun. And that is burying your son
because he took his own life.”

Steph
cringed at
those
words,  but said
nothing.

“Have you  considered
trying
out
any
medication for Blaze? There are great medicines
out there we can try. It can’t hurt?”

“What? No.  Blaze doesn’t need to  be
zombie’d or pilled
out.  No  thank
you.
And
medication for what exactly?”

“This isn’t the twenties or the thirties
anymore. Medications are much improved. And
if he doesn’t like the way one makes him feel
well, we can try something different. I don’t like
to make diagnoses so quickly but I’m afraid Blaze
is in dire need of help. I know doubt believe he is
suffering from depression.”

Steph shook her head, “Depression? Blaze
isn’t depressed.  Maybe he’s a little angry okay. 
And no thank you to medication. He’d never go 
for it anyway.”

She wanted to press but didn’t want to dig
in to hard either.

“Depression can be complicated and hard
to diagnose. It can be a scary thing but we have to 
be honest with ourselves here.”

“Yeah well I know my son. Like I said he’s
mad about the divorce and all I get it.”

“Okay well I have to  run.  Call me if you 
need to.” She was shocked that Steph couldn’t see
or didn’t want to see how serious this was. 

The phone disconnected and Steph stared
at it.  She’d been so  laid back with Blaze that
trying to reverse that now seemed impossible. 

What
was
everyone
seeing
that
she
wasn’t? What would she do if he refused to give
her his passwords?




Chapter 11

Blaze took a deep breathe, slowly exhaled
and squeezed the trigger.

Mark looked through the spotter’s
binoculars. “Bull’s-eye – dead center. Good shit, 
bro.”

Blaze put his AR-15 on safety. “One shot. 
One kill. I know it’s a bullseye, Mark. I mean I’m
actually good unlike-”

“Screw you, Blaze,” he said laughing. 

“How are you  so  terrible at this? Mr. 
Fortnite King?”

“I’ll kick your  ass in Fortnite. You know
that.”

“It’s a  video  game. I’d rather be good at
shooting, yah know, in real life?”

“Life, smife. You keep the real stuff and I’ll
keep  being the best player in the school.  Hell, 
probably in the county at Fortnite. I’ll go out on a 
limb and say I’m the best player in the Houston
area.  Speaking
of,  have
you  been
practicing?
Tournament is tomorrow.”

“I played some last night and some GTA. 
I’ll be ready.”

“GTA? One does not have time to  be
sidetracked.  We need to win that tournament. I
could really use the dough. My dad’s still only
working part time gigs here and there bro.”

“I got your back bro. I’m going to tune up 
tonight after band practice. I’ll be ready.”

“Good. Be nice to have the bragging rights
too.  You  know half the school is going to  be
there.”

Blaze flipped the safety off his weapon
and
aimed
it.  He
fired
five
rounds in
rapid
succession.

Mark looked down the range and smiled
in amazement. 

“All within an inch of the bull’s-eye.”

Blaze smiled. “Like I said, I’ll be ready.”

“We’ve got about thirty minutes before we
practice and I’m hungry. Let’s get the hell outta 
here. Put your toys away.”

“You’re always hungry,” Blaze said.

He disassembled his AR-15 and his AK-47 
and put them neatly into their rifle cases.

“You  ever thought about getting in
shooting competitions?” Mark asked.

“No.  I shoot for self-defense.  Not to  win
someone’s damn ribbon.”

Mark laughed. “Really, self-defense? This
is Kilwade, fool. When’s the last time someone’s
been robbed here?”

“Self-defense from the government,  you 
idiot. Or if we get invaded or something.”

“Blaze.  They have tanks,  genius,”  Mark
said,  slapping his NRA cap off. “Your little toys
won’t put a scratch on a tank.”

Blaze didn’t have a comeback for that, so 
he just left it alone.

“Anyways - I’ve watched some of those
competitions on T.V.  and you’re just as good as
those
guys. 
Pays
more
than
your 
gig
at
Academy.”

“I like my gig at Academy. I sell and talk
about guns all day.”

“So  if you like them so  much try getting
paid to shoot them.”

They grabbed a quick bite and headed for
Mark’s garage.

When they pulled up, Zane and Flex were
already there.

They all exchanged high fives and walked
inside the garage.

Flex started setting up his drum set while
Zane worked on tuning his electric guitar. 

“Let me go  inside and grab my bass,” 
Mark said. 

Blaze double-checked his guitar and began
inspecting his microphone and speakers. 

“Mic check one,  one – Mic
check one, 
two,” Blaze spoke into the mic.

They
spent
the
next
fifteen
minutes
performing sound checks.

Finally, Blaze put his hand in the air. “You 
boys ready?”

The
group
nodded
and
they
played
through their song, Lonely. 

After they finished Flex said, “It’s almost
like we never stopped playing.”

A car pulled into  the driveway.  Seconds
later Nikki climbed out with Pam. 

“Looks like your  best friend is here, 
Blaze,” Mark said, referring to Pam.

“Ha,” Blaze scoffed. “Gimme a sec, boys,” 
Blaze said and walked over to kiss Nikki as they
walked up. 

“So,  you’re not mad at me anymore?” 
Nikki asked coyly.

“I guess not,”  he said smiling. “Should I
be?”

“No,” she said nervously. “I brought Pam
so  she can see just how good you  guys really
are.”

“Thrilled,” Pam said sarcastically.

Blaze walked back inside the garage and
smiled. “Got a few guests, fellas. Let’s melt their
freakin’ faces off. Run it back.”

Blaze caught Pam laughing.  He knew it
wouldn’t be long before she was eating her
words. He winked at her and she frowned. 

After they finished Nikki clapped. “Damn,
you  guys are
too good to  not be doing gigs. 
Seriously. I told you, Pam!”

“Yeah,  you  guys are pretty good,”  Pam
said not even hesitating.

Blaze walked over to Pam. “Hey, if you’re
going to  talk shit,  at least admit when you’re
wrong. Pretty good?”

Nikki laughed. “I tried to tell you.”

She rolled her eyes. “Okay, you guys are
strong. Who taught you how to scream like that?
Your  voice is really good.  I’m really surprised. 
Maybe you aren’t a geek after all.”

“I will take the backhanded compliment. 
Thank you. Was that so hard? And no one taught
me.  Paint your  fingernails black like mine and
then voila - you’re a screamer.”

“If only it were that easy,” Pam replied.

They played a  few more original songs
before playing through a few radio hits.

“Okay ladies,  we’re about to  work on a 
new song. We don’t allow guests when we work
on new material – band rules.”

“It’s okay.  We’re going to  get our  nails
done. C’mon Pam.” Nikki went over and kissed
Blaze and then they walked out of the garage. 
When they got around the corner, Pam stopped
Nikki.

“Hey, let’s listen to some of this.”

“No.  You  heard them say no  one could
listen, right?”

“Who  cares about their silly little band
rules?”

“This is stupid – I mean what if one of
them comes out here?”

“Quit being a  chicken.  Where’s the
adventurous girl from last night? The one that
was kissing Tre?”

Nikki pushed her.  “You  shut up.  Don’t
ever bring that shit up again. It was a mistake. A
stupid, drunken mistake.”

Pam stepped back. “Okay, okay. Chill girl. 
Five minutes?”

Nikki hesitantly agreed.

Blaze
played
through
the
chord
progression for the new song and gave Flex the
drum progression as he heard it.

“Fair warning  - I haven’t played this for
anyone yet,” Blaze said.

Zane and Mark set their guitars in their
stands and turned to Blaze.

“Alright, let’s hear it,” Zane said.

“Okay it’s called Tear Me Down.”  Blaze
begin singing. 

“I just try to stay to myself.

Never try to screw nobody else.

But you won’t leave me alone.

Now I’m fighting on my own.

All you do is try to tear me down.

A million tears I’ve cried.

I swear I’ll haunt you when I die.

All you do is try to tear me down.

I wanna watch your body bleed.

When I go you’ll come with me.

Cuz all you do is try to tear me down.”

“Damn,  Blaze.  That shit is straight fire,” 
Zane said giving him a high five. “Where the hell
did that come from, bro?”

“Bro, that shit right there is lit and with the
chords you dropped in on it. We need to record
that tonight,” Flex said shaking his head.

“Thanks. I wrote it a few weeks ago. Been
tweaking the words here and there.  That’s the
chorus.”

“Deep lyrics, bro. You not going postal on
me, right?” Mark asked.

They all laughed.  Everyone except Blaze, 
who just grinned. The words meant a lot to him. 
The
words
reflected
how
he
felt.  The
song
allowed him to paint a picture that he couldn’t on
his own.

“You’re still growing as a song writer bro 

– that’s good shit. Let us hear the rest of it,” Zane
said.

Nikki looked over and noticed that Pam
was recording. “Give me that,” she said reaching
for her cell.

Pam
yanked
it
back
and
saved
the
recording. “I’m not going to do anything with it. 
It’s just for me. He’s really good. You should be
proud.”

“I am proud of him, but he’d kill us both if
he knew you recorded that. You better not share
it anywhere. Got it?”

“I won’t. Dark song though, huh?”

“Yeah well, Blaze is a deep guy. There’s a 
lot more to him than anyone knows.”

“You think he means any of that?”

“Means any of what?”

“You  know the lyrics… Watching people
bleed blah, blah.”

“What? No. It’s a song Pam.”

“Alll-right.”

“Let’s get outta here.”




Chapter 12

Nikki took one last hit of the joint that
she’d gotten from Mark. Then she looked for the
air freshener that he’d given her. She laughed at
herself remembering back to  the freshener that
she’d bought. It had been terrible and worst of all
it hadn’t worked when she used it. Her parents
knew almost the second she walked through the
door that night. 

It was the first night her dad had finally
come out and said how he really felt about Blaze. 
Something that Nikki still hadn’t gotten over. 
How dare he judge Blaze, the man was far from
perfect himself. And he didn’t even know him. 
Only judging him based off of his appearance
which she didn’t understand either.  Blaze had
always
dressed
nice
around
her
parents.  He
wasn’t a stoner – he smoked sometimes just like
she did. 

Nikki closed her car door and walked into 
the house.  She didn’t expect either parent for a 
few hours.  Which was fine by her.  The classes
that she’d elected to  take this year were much
harder.  And that meant a  lot more time doing
homework.

She grabbed a  bag of Doritos and jetted
upstairs to  her room. The bed and room were a 
mess
just
how
she
liked it.  She
smiled.  Her
parents hated it.  She flopped onto  the bed and
yanked open the giant bag of chips. 

She thumbed through her phone.  There
wasn’t much going on Twitter and Snapchat was
pretty lame at the moment too. She tossed the Iphone aside and dug her homework out of her
bag.  Who  does homework on a  Saturday? Why
not, she second guessed herself? She wouldn’t be
going anywhere for a while. 

Her phone dinged.  She rolled over and
picked it up – Tre.
A
smile
flashed on her face.  It quickly
turned into a half-smile then no smile at all. What
the hell was she doing entertaining him? Blaze
had been good to her. He’d changed over the past
few months for sure, but if she wanted out she
needed to do it the right way. Not like this. And
she wasn’t sure that she wanted out anyway. 
Bailing on Blaze now when he needed her most
wasn’t cool.  She left his message unread and
didn’t access it. Instead she tossed the phone back
onto the bed.

An hour  later she heard the front door
open.  Her mom had an event at work that she
couldn’t miss. Nikki was glad that she’d talked
herself out of going. 

Her
phone
rang
and
she
answered
it
without looking to see who it was.

“What are we doing tonight?” It was Pam.

“You and your short term memory.”

“What? Oh yeah – your dad. Shit girl.”

”Yup.”

“Just sneak out?”

“What happened the last time I snuck out
Pam?”

“Hmmm… Let’s see you  and Blaze got
busted?”

“Very good Pam.”

“And? Maybe this time you  won’t get
caught?”

“No.  Thanks.  And I got grounded for a 
month. And now my dad hates Blaze.”

“Pfft
he
already hated Blaze.  Everyone
hates Blaze. Well everyone but you.”

“Whatever. He didn’t hate him before. He
just didn’t like him. There’s a difference.”

“I guess.”

“And everyone doesn’t hate him.  I like
him just fine. And you have to start being nice to 
him – seriously.”

“Oh my God girl I try sooo hard.”

“No you don’t Pam. You hardly try at all. 
You’re going to make me find a new best friend.”

“You go right ahead. See how easy it will
be to replace me whore bag.”

They both laughed.

“His band is good though.  And he has a 
great voice. Maybe they make it big and he gets
rich. Then maybe I’ll like him.”

Nikki
rolled
her
eyes,  “Sounds
like
something you would say Pam.”

“I ain’t sayin she a gold digger-…”

“I have a  lot of homework to  do.  I gotta 
run.”

“Wait – what? It’s Saturday? Do  it
tomorrow.”

“Can’t.  Got Church tomorrow,  then
a 
family outing or something.”

“Lame.”

“Bye Pam.”

Wait – did you hear from you know who 
yet?”

“You tramp! Did you give Tre my Snap?”

She heard Pam trying not to laugh in the
phone.

“Pam why would you do that?”

“What? I thought you liked him?”

“What happened at the party was stupid
and it won’t happen again.”

Suddenly Nikki’s bedroom door pushed
open.

“What happened at the party?” Her dad
asked.”

“I’ll talk to you later Pam.”

Nikki tossed her phone onto her bed.

“Nothing happened at the party dad. 
Don’t you know how to knock?”

“My house – my room.”

Nikki rolled her eyes, “whatever. Is there
something that I can help  you  with since you 
barged into my room?”

“Did that Blaze do something with you at
that party?”

“You’re unbelievable. Blaze wasn’t even at
the freakin party.”

“Can we drop the attitude?”

“Can we knock? Can we not barge in
making accusations?
Can we not be a  sloppy
drunk for one night?”

He stared at her disapprovingly but said
nothing.

“Yeah, I didn’t think so  either.  Treat
people how you  want to  be treated right,  dad?
Isn’t that what you  preach? Don’t bother
answering. Just close my door when you leave or
leave it open. I don’t care.”

She rolled over away from him and slid
her head phones on. 

A few seconds later, she heard her door
slam.

Nikki didn’t understand why parents
preached
one
thing
but
acted out
something
entirely differently. It wasn’t just her parents but
nearly all of her friend’s parents.  She couldn’t
even remember the last time her dad wasn’t
drunk.

Her dad had been drinking today as usual. 
Outside of being a prick it hadn’t really affected
her much.  But her mom – that was a  different
story. 

She
turned
the
music
up  and
started
attacking her homework again. 

Thirty minutes later a chime from her cell
phone got her attention. 

Dad been drinking? Mom and dad are fighting 
again

It
was
a  text
from
her
younger
sister
Carlie. 

Nikki
slipped
the
headphones
off
and
eased her door open.

Carlie was right. She listened for a second
to see how serious it was tonight.

Only  saw him for a second.  But seemed  like
he’d  been drinking.  What else is new?
Nikki
responded back. 

What are we going to do? He’s going to hurt
her one day, then what?

Nikki didn’t want to  admit it but Carlie
was right. He’d pushed their mom a few times
but she usually just apologized for whatever and
it was over.  What happened the time when her
mom finally had enough? Nikki didn’t know but
she did know that she was at the end of her rope. 
She’dtold herself the next time her dad did it she
wouldn’t just stand by. 

A minute later, there was a loud crashing
sound from downstairs.

Both Carlie and Nikki ran out into  the
hallway.  They stopped for a  second looking at
each
other.  Then
they
both
ran
down
the
staircase. 

They found her mom sprawled out onto 
the
floor, blood oozing from
her
mouth
and
barely moving.

Carlie ran over to aide her mom.

Nikki took a deep breathe, “Dad you need
to leave.”

He slowly turned around to  her with a 
weird smile on his face. “Is that so?”

Nikki hesitantly took a step towards him, 
“yes it is. Leave now before I hit dial.” She held
up  her
phone
and
the
numbers
9-1-1  were
displayed on the screen.

He laughed, “You wouldn’t.”

Her mom raised herself to her knees, “you 
girls go  back upstairs.  I need you  to stay out of
this, I’m fine.”

“Damnnit mom, shut up. You’re not fine. 
This isn’t okay. If he wants to  hit someone I’m
sure I can find a boy or two at school he can fight
with.”

Her mom stared at her wide eyed.

“Dad leave now – I won’t ask you again. 
You  can come back to  YOUR house when you 
decide to  quit drinking and doing this,”  she
pointed to her mom.

“You’re serious?” He asked.

“Does it look like I’m serious?”

He looked around on the kitchen table for
his
truck
keys.  When
he
eyed
the
keys
he
stormed over to grab them. “I’m going to have a 
few drinks with the boys.  You  girls have your 
little fun tonight. But I’ll be back. You can’t kick a 
man out of his own house.”

“When he’s not acting like a  man you 
can,” Nikki said. 

After he was gone the three of them sat in
the living room and no  one said a word. Carlie
held her mother who was softly crying. 

“Mom, I’m not going to live here forever. I
won’t always be here to protect you. He’s going
to hurt you one day – really hurt you or worse.”

“He just gets drunk Nikki. He don’t mean
no harm. Your dad wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

Nikki jumped up, “listen at yourself? Go 
look at your face in the mirror? He shouldn’t be
touching you  at all.  Pushing you  or whatever. 
Why are you letting him do this to you?”

“You’re just so smart aren’t you Nikki?”

Nikki
was
shocked
that
her
mom
was
actually defending him. What the hell was wrong
with her?

“Mom.  I’m not going to  fight with you. 
This isn’t about me. This is about you letting a 
man put his hands on you. Period.”

Nikki ran upstairs.

“You  just know it all don’t you?”  Her
mom yelled at her.

Nikki
slammed
her
door
shut
and
screamed.  She threw her cell phone across the
room. It smashed hard into the wall and then fell
to the floor.

She jumped onto  her bed and cried for
what seemed like an hour.  In public they were
the perfect little family of four.  They went to 
church every Sunday. And sometimes her mom
even sang in the church choir.  But they were
anything but healthy or holy.

Nikki went and picked up her phone from
the corner. She was hurting and wanted to talk it
out with Blaze.

When she unlocked it she had five missed
calls and five missed texts from Blaze.

Dammnit!

And now he was probably working and
couldn’t talk.

She sent him a text and waited. 

A few minutes later he finally responded.

Working now, why didn’t you answer earlier? 
Can’t text now. TTYL

Now on top of everything else, Blaze was
mad at her too.

She slammed her phone down and went to 
grab her backpack. The joint she’d been smoking
earlier was only half smoked.  She opened her
bedroom window and lit the joint. She’d taken a 
few hits while she walked over to grab her cell
phone again.

Then she accessed Snapchat and clicked on
the message from Tre.




Chapter 13

Blaze looked down at his cell phone.  He
had one hour  to  go  before his shift ended.  The
band
session
had
gone
so  well
that
he
was
searching
the
internet
for
studios
to  rent.  A
studio where the band could record. They needed
to record a demo to send out to a few producers. 
It needed to  sound professional if anyone was
going to take them seriously. 

“Excuse me young man,”  a  middle-aged
man called to him. 

Blaze walked down the counter, “yes sir,
can I help you.”

“You look mighty young.”

“I’m old enough and I love the smell of
gun powder. What can I do for you?”

“Looking for a good AR-15, tell me which
is the best.”

Blaze laughed,  “that’s an easy one.  I
thought you  were about to  ask me something
difficult.”

He
spent
the
next
twenty
minutes
explaining the differences between all of the AR15’s they sold.  All the way down to  every tiny
detail.  Including the lbs.  of pressure needed to 
squeeze each trigger, barrel lengths, etc.

“Wow,  you  are very knowledgeable on
this weapon,” the man said. 

“It’s not really all that impressive. I mean
it is my job, right?”

“I’ve bought many guns here before. Most
of the time you  guys are lucky to  hand me the
right caliber.”

Blaze smiled. 

“Blaze – can you come here for a minute?” 
his boss called to him.

“If you’ll excuse me sir, I’ll be back in one
minute.”

“Blaze, how long have you worked today?
Four hours?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Go  ahead and clock out.  I’ll finish up 
here.  They got me cutting back everybody’s
hours for the next few weeks.”

Blaze clocked out and texted Nikki. 

Off a little early, want to catch a movie? Grab
dinner?

I’d love to, but I got myself grounded.

She knew he would ask why but hoped
that he didn’t. 

Okay. What’d you do?

She hesitated. 

Stayed  out past my  curfew last night.  They 
said I can’t go anywhere all week.

But you came to watch us play earlier?

Yeah,  that
was
before
my  dad  checked  the
security camera. Yikes. What time did you get in?

Almost three.

Blaze didn’t want to  start a fight, but he
didn’t figure she’d be out so late. When they were
together, they usually never stayed out that late.

Guess ya’ll were having a good time? Meh it
was okay.

Had to be better than okay if it made you stay 
out two hours past your curfew. Five or ten minutes is
one thing...

We had a lot to drink and lost track of time.

He didn’t know what to make of her story, 
but he didn’t want to fight about it either. 

Happens. My mom doesn’t care about me, so I
don’t have a curfew. At least you got one that cares I
guess.

Your mom loves you,  Blaze.  She cares about
you. I think you are too tough on her. You gotta let her
try to make up for what happened.

The last thing Blaze wanted was another
shrink.

She sure as hell has a funny way of showing it. 
I’ll call you later.

He opened his Snapchat app and viewed
his friends’ stories. He called them his “friends,” 
but they really weren’t.  He only had his band
mates
and
Nikki
if
he
were
being
honest. 
Everyone else was well, just there.

He sat in his car for a few minutes longer
catching up  on Twitter too. 
Seemed like the
entire school had been at the party the night
before. 

Tre
was
in
most
of
the
videos
being
obnoxious as usual.  He’d even seen Nikki in a 
few of those videos too. Then he tossed the phone
without
looking
anymore.  The
last
thing
he
needed
to  do  was
let
his imagination
create
something that wasn’t there.

The sun was just setting and it was finally
starting to cool down a little. His mother had sent
him a  text asking him to  stop  to  get milk and
bread. 
Blaze
remembered
back
to 
his
conversation
with
Nikki
and
Mark
the
day
before.  About
Kilwade
being so  country and
behind the times. And about how Nikki wanted
to  leave.  Maybe he could see himself leaving
Kilwade
behind
one
day
and
starting
over
somewhere new.

He smiled as he approached their twentyyear-old Walmart.  There’d been talk for years
about Kilwade finally getting a Super Walmart, 
but it hadn’t happened yet. 

It only took him a second to grab the items
his mother wanted. He found the shortest line he
could and threw his items onto the conveyor. 

It was only when he looked up  that he
noticed who  his checkout clerk was:  Tre’s best
friend, Wayne.

Wayne
was six-foot-three
and probably
two  hundred and thirty pounds if Blaze had to 
guess.  He played on the defensive line and had
offers everywhere.

He wanted to  grab his things and go  to 
another
line
but
that
would
be
even
more
awkward at this point. 

“Missed you at the party last night, Blaze” 
Wayne said.

“Yeah. Not really a big party-goer.”

“That’s too bad.  Nikki and her friend
seemed to have a good time.”

Blaze felt his blood start to  boil,  but he
wasn’t going to let this guy see him sweat.

He smiled. “Good. That’s why I told her to 
go.  I knew she and Pam would have a  good
time,” he lied.

“Better than you know,” Wayne mumbled.

“What was that?”  Blaze asked taking a 
step towards Wayne, which he knew was suicide
if Wayne wanted it to be.

“Ah nothing… don’t worry about it my
man.  It’s going to  be $8.78  today.  Will that be
cash or food stamps?” he said grinning.

Blaze snatched a ten from his pocket and
slammed it on the counter, keeping his hand on
top of it. 

Wayne reached out for it,  but Blaze still
didn’t move his hand.

“I don’t know why you  guys can’t just
keep your damn mouths shut.”

“Cause we run shit – you remember that. 
And stay in your  lane,” he said moving Blaze’s
hand and taking the money.

He opened the cash register and got his
change. Then he slammed it back on the counter. 
“You have yourself a great day, sir. Come see us
again.”

“Eat a dick, Wayne.”

“Whoa Blaze, there are kids here. Don’t be
so cruel. I’ll be sure to tell Tre you said hello.”

Blaze yanked his bag from the counter and
turned for the exit.

“Blaze, be sure to  bring Nikki out Friday
to support the team,” Wayne yelled as he reached
the door.

Sure thing  jackass. Blaze wondered when
they’d find someone new to  pick on.  When
would they be done with him? Or would they
ever?

Blaze parked in the garage and grabbed
the bag of groceries that his mother asked him to 
get.

“Mom, I’m home. I got the stuff you asked
me to pick up.”

“I’m right here – no need to yell,” she said
while rounding the corner. 

“Oh,  hey. Figured you’d be in your room
already.”

Steph took a  deep  breath.  “Have a  seat
here beside me, Blaze.”

They both sat down on the couch.

Blaze rolled his eyes and slowly sat down. 
“I have a big tournament tomorrow, so I need to 
get one last night of practice in.”

She put a hand on his leg. “Listen, I know
the last few months have been hard.  It’s been
hard on us all though Blaze, not just you. And if
you  want to blame me for the whole divorce or
whatever, that’s fine too.  But this anger – I’m
worried about you. It feels like you’re mad all the
time. It’s not good for you. And you’re starting to 
worry a  lot of people.  People who  care about
you.”

Blaze jumped to his feet. “You’re worried?
Now?”

He bolted towards the staircase.  “Blaze, 
I’m trying here. At least meet me halfway.”

“Too late!” He yelled back from the top of
the staircase.  “Think before you  act –
right, 
mom?”

Steph buried her face in her hands and
cried.  Maybe she would reach out to  her exhusband.  She needed to  get through to  Blaze
somehow but she didn’t know how. And he sure
as hell wasn’t making it easy.

Blaze turned on his Xbox and waited for
Fortnite to  load.  He played for an hour  while
listening to their new song. They’d recorded it on
their
cell
phones
earlier
that
day.  The
band
decided it would be their anthem and first single
if they ever made it that far.

The tournament was starting at eight the
next
morning,  so  he
shut
down
his
gaming
system and laid down. He texted Nikki.

WYD

Netflix.

What show?

All-American. You seen it?

No.

Pretty good. You should watch.

Maybe. What’s it about?

Hmmm a high school and sports and stuff.

She left out the part about it being about
football.

Doesn’t sound like my type. You coming to the
tourney tomorrow?

Grounded remember?

Duh…that’s right. We’ll win for you.

I’m sure. Pam was really impressed with you
guys.

Kool. New song went good.

She
wanted to  tell him what Pam had
done. But he was already seemingly on edge with
her, so she dropped it. 

Sweet. When can I hear it?

Soon. Few days probably. I’m shuttin it down. 
Early morning. Love you.

Love you too.

Sunday, Aug 25th



Chapter 14

Blaze and Mark strode into the community
center, confident they’d get a win and advance to 
the
next
tournament
in
Houston.  Only three
teams from the tournament would advance. 

“Did you boys register your team online?” 
An older man asked as they approached. He had
a list of teams on a sheet of paper he was holding.

Blaze nodded.

“Okay, what’s your team name?”
“Murder Squad,” Blaze replied.

The man stared at him for a second.
Finally, he spoke up. “You’ll be the third

match at station five.  Good luck,”  he said
pointing. 
They walked over and took their headsets
out of their backpacks.

“Murder Squad?” Mark asked.

“Yeah, what? You don’t like it?”

“It’s a little much, don’t you think?”

“I think its fitting. What’s so funny?” Blaze
asked.

Mark looked around.  “These guys really
think they have a chance.”

“What is the prize for first place
anyways?”

“Three grand for first place today. If we
win in Houston, it’s ten grand and a trip to Vegas
to play for another fifty thousand.”

Blaze nodded. 

Mark nudged Blaze on the leg. “Told yah
they’d be here.” Tre, Wayne and another handful
of football players were checking in at the front
door. 

“Doesn’t matter. They won’t be an issue,” 
Blaze said.

“Hell no. I’ve seen them play. Amateurs.”

Right on que, Tre noticed them and made
a bee line in their direction. .

“You boys lost?

“Funny. I was about to ask you the same
question.  This is a  pro tournament.  The rookie
tournament
was
last weekend,”  Blaze said
standing up.

“I looked over the names on the list. Did
ya’ll check in? I didn’t see a team named GeeksR-Us on there.”

“Lame.  Hope your  game is better than
your shit talk.”

“You’ll see.  Nikki coming up  here to 
watch me win?” Tre asked.

“Why don’t you  keep  her name out of
your mouth, bro?”

Tre stepped in Blaze’s face.  “And who’s
going to stop me if I don’t? You?” He laughed. 

Both of them stood face to  face without
saying a word. 

“Alright everyone,  listen up.  The
tournament
is
about to  begin,”  a  male voice
boomed.

“He just saved your  ass,  Rockband,”  Tre
said backing away.

Blaze’s fists were balled tightly.  Part of
him was relieved that the man had called for the
players to start the tournament.

Mark leaned in close to  Blaze. “Hey bro,
let’s just win this money okay? Screw them. I told
you I need this money. I need you to focus.”

“One day I’m going to get them.”

“Yeah maybe, but not today. Today I need
you to be laser focused, Blaze.”

The tournament director went over the
rules.  When he finished,  the first teams on the
schedule
grabbed
their
joysticks
and
readied
themselves to begin.

Mark walked around the different gaming
stations scouting the competition. 

“Blaze seriously,  from what I just saw,  I
can beat a few of these teams by myself.”

The duo  cruised through their first three
rounds
without
a  hiccup.  It
was
a  double
elimination tournament and they had yet to lose
once. So far, the matches hadn’t even been close.  

“Now we wait,” Mark said.

Blaze nodded.

They looked up  and saw Tre and  Wayne
heading for the door. “Guess they’re out,” Mark
said.

“Good riddance.”

Over half of the teams had been eliminated
by now. 

“Three more wins and we get our pictures
in the paper,” Mark said cheerily.

“Easy day of work.”

“Yeah well, it won’t be so easy in Houston
in a few weeks.”

“I know.”

“Can you  at least get five kills this next
match please?” Mark said laughing. 

“Thought you didn’t need my help?”

“Well I don’t but it’d be nice to know that
in the event I did need you…”

“I’m ready for whatever. I hadn’t had to 
step my game up yet – relax.”

The
team
eased
through
the
next
two 
rounds and into the finals. 

“Who do we got?” Mark asked.

“Looks like Masters of Destruction,” Blaze
replied. 

Mark laughed nervously. 

“What’s so  funny? You  played against
these guys before?”

“Yes. Many times. I won’t be able to beat
them alone though,” he said nudging Blaze.

“You don’t ever stop, do you?”

At that moment the organizer was heard
making an announcement,“Gentlemen, my name
is Charles Collins and I am the director of the
Fortnite Tournament for the south Texas region. 
Congratulations to both teams for making it this
far.  This round,  any losses that either team has
will be erased. And it’ll be double elimination or
best out of three. I would also like to congratulate
both teams on advancing to play in Houston for
even bigger prize money in a  few weeks. Good
luck.”

Blaze and Mark high fived each other and
then put on their headsets. 

Thirty minutes later they were walking out
with
a  check and a  ticket to  get in the
next
tournament. 

Blaze pushed Mark. “Well?”

“Well – what?”

“Well, didn’t I tell you that I was ready?
Oh, ye of little faith.”

“Don’t get the big head now. I still carried
us.”

Monday, Aug 26th




Chapter 15

As the bell rang, Blaze looked down at the
graded paper that had just been handed to him. 
He’d scored an F even though he’d actually
studied for the test. 

First his car wouldn’t start earlier and now
this. All before ten a.m.

With his head down staring at the paper, 
he didn’t notice Tre and his teammates in his
path.

Tre pushed him hard, nearly sending him
to the floor. “Pay attention to where you’re going,
retard.”

Blaze gathered his thoughts and realized
what had just happened.  He stood there with a 
dumbfounded look on his face.

“Yeah retard, did you hear what he said?” 
Wayne added.

“What the hell is wrong with you guys?” 
Blaze yelled.

The group started laughing. 

“I think you should tell him, Tre.” Wayne
teased.

“About what? Nikki? Nah too soon, bro.”

Before he could think,  he’d thrown his
backpack off his shoulders and went after Tre. He
punched him square in the nose and watched as
blood shot everywhere. Tre grabbed his face with
both
hands
and
stumbled back.  Blaze
swung
again wildly, missing Tre completely. 

A jolt of pain ran from his head down his
back. Wayne had blindsided him with a hit to the
back of the head.  Blaze stumbled forward.  Tre
threw
a  punch and landed a  right hand into 
Blaze’s stomach that made him double over in
pain. 

And just like that, it was over. An officer
had tackled Blaze to  the ground and two  more
took down Tre and Wayne. All three were cuffed
and being forced down the hallway. 

“Blaze!” Someone yelled behind him.

He turned to  look but the officer pushed
his head back around.

“Blaze!” It was Nikki.

“Hey baby,” Tre said. 

“Shut up, Tre. Blaze, are you okay?”

“Ma’am,  you  need to  make your  way to 
your  next
class,  or
you  can
take a  ride with
them,” one of the officers threatened. 

“I’m just trying to  see if my boyfriend is
okay.”

The officer turned and gave her a  cold, 
hard stare. “Listen, I’m warning you, kid.”

“Call me later,  Blaze,”  Nikki said with a 
tear falling from her face. “Call me later!”

The officers led the boys outside to  two 
waiting squad cars.

“You  some tough guys,  huh? We’ll see
about that.”

“Where you taking us?” Tre demanded.

“Do  you  know who  my dad is?”  Wayne
asked. “He’ll have both of your badges for this.”

The officers laughed at him. “Unless your 
dad is one of the three judges in Kilwade or the
Chief’s kid, I don’t think so.”

“You’re making a big mistake. Don’t say I
didn’t warn you, steroid heads.”

Officer Ramos yanked Wayne to  a  stop. 
“Pull out his I.D.,” he told the other officer.

He reached into  Wayne’s pants and took
out his wallet.  He thumbed through it until he
found his school I.D.

“So, what’s his last name?” Ramos asked.

“Shit – it’s Kellerman,” the officer said. 

“Like I said, you boys are making a huge
mistake.  Want to  let me and my friend here go 
now?” He looked at Tre.

“What do  you  want to  do,  Ramos? You 
know Kellerman’s a freakin’ prick. And the kid’s
already told us that’s his dad.”

Ramos scratched his head. “Schools got a 
new zero  tolerance rule now due to  the large
number of fights. You know that. Who threw the
first punch here?”

“He did,” Wayne and Tre said in unison.

“That’s bullshit and you  know it,”  Blaze
yelled back.

Ramos
took
out
his
handcuff
key
and
started working on Wayne’s cuffs. “Well, I guess
if you  guys were just defending yourselves we
could let you go this one time.”

After Wayne was free, Ramos went over
and unlocked Tre’s cuffs. 

“Off to class,” Ramos said. “And no more
self-defense.”

“This is unbelievable. You guys have got
to be shitting me?” Blaze cried. 

Ramos pushed his head down into  the
squad car. “Nope, afraid not. Unless your dad is
a judge too?”

“You can’t tell me you believe that pathetic
story? Or you  letting him go  because you’re
scared of dealing with daddy?”

“I see why they were about to  beat your 
ass.  You got a smart mouth, kid. I’d shut it if I
were you.”

“Whatever.  The school security cameras
will show what really happened. And then you 
losers just let them go like I was fighting myself.”

“Security cams are down right now for
maintenance I’m afraid.  So  looks like you  lose
again,” Ramos added.

Blaze
gritted
his
teeth
and
decided
to 
finally shut up and just ride this one out. 

So now these pricks got to pick a fight and
get off scot-free?

And what the hell had he meant by ‘tell
him about Nikki?’

Ramos looked up  in his rear-view mirror
and smiled. “All of you tough guys cry in the end
huh?”

Blaze wasn’t crying because he was sad. 
Anytime he got as mad as he was now he cried. 
And if he didn’t have the cuffs on he’d smash
Ramos’ skull through the windshield. Prick.

Ten minutes later they arrived at the jail. 

“Home sweet home, kid,” Ramos said.

Blaze didn’t respond. He knew it wouldn’t
help.

They opened the door and pulled him out.

“Let’s go, cutie,” the other officer said. 

Blaze leaned around to  read his badge –
Officer Redding. He smiled at him. 

“What are you smiling at, punk?” Redding
asked.

Blaze just smiled again.

“Get this kid outta  my face,  Ramos,” 
Redding said. 

Ramos grabbed him hard and took him
back to get fingerprinted and processed in. They
took all of his personal belongings and put them
in a  Ziploc bag.  They took mugshots from the
front and the side. 

“You  get a  phone call – want to  make it
now?” Ramos asked. 

“Sure,” he said giving him his mom’s cell
phone number. 

“Hello, this is Steph.”

“Mom.  It’s me.  I need you  to  come and
bail me out after my bond is set.”

She
snapped to  attention.  “Excuse me?
Blaze, where are you?”

“Listen. I got in a fight at school and I’m
downtown. I need you to find out what my bail is
set at in a few hours and get me out. I gotta run,” 
he said hanging up the phone. 

“Wait Blaze-“
But
it
was too
late.  The
phone was disconnected and he was gone. 

Steph stared down at her phone. 

She knew what she needed to do next. 

She thumbed through the names on her
phone and stopped at Ex.

As the phone rang, Stephanie wondered if
this was a bad idea.

“To  what do  I owe the surprise?”  John
asked.

“I didn’t call to  argue.  Blaze just called
from jail. He said he got into a fight at school. I
need some money to help bail him out.”

“A fight?”

“Yes, a fight John.”

“With who?”

“John, I don’t know. Does it really matter
right this second who  he got into  a  fight with?
Can you help me or not?”

“You’re right that doesn’t matter.  Of
course I’ll help.  I’m in a  meeting right now.  I
stepped out to take this call. I’ll meet you at the
jail in twenty minutes or so.”

“Thank you.”

Steph disconnected.  Now she needed to 
tell her boss that she had to go. 

--

Blaze looked around the jail cell and over
at the man he was sharing it with. He looked like
a homeless man. It also looked like this wasn’t his
first time here either.

Blaze laid back onto  his bunk and closed
his eyes.

“Hey boy,  what’s your  name?” The man
asked.

Blaze pretended not to  hear him.  Maybe
he’d just leave him alone.

“You hard of hearing or just stupid, boy?”

Slowly Blaze opened his eyes.

“You  say something to  me?”  Blaze
responded. 

“What a  pretty boy like you  do  to  be in
here with the likes of a fella like me?”

“If you must know – fighting.”

“Don’t look like much of a fighter.”

“Can you just leave me alone please?”

“You know I could, but a fella gets lonely
in here.”

“Well stop  getting arrested and you 
wouldn’t end up alone in here. Problem solved.”

“I gets free meals, kid. They can arrest me
every day.”

“Great,” Blaze said closing his eyes again. 

“A little short on hospitality, eh?”

Blaze sprung up  to  his feet.  “Listen,  I’m
not in here to listen at your babbling.”

“Fine.  Fine suit yourself.  It’s a whole lot
easier in here when you have friends.”

“Well I don’t plan on staying long. And I
don’t plan on coming back so-”

“Suit yourself, kid.”

An
hour  later
Blaze
heard
the
main
hallway door open and shut. 

“UFC fighter, your ride is here,” an officer
teased.

Blaze rolled over and slipped his shoes on. 

The cell opened and the homeless man
tried to walk out.

“Not you,  Willie.  Get your  ass back,” 
Ramos said.  “Let’s go  kid.  Unless you  want to 
stay here all night.”

Ramos gestured for Blaze to  turn around
so he could be cuffed again. He roughly slapped
the cuffs on him and grabbed his arm.

“All right let’s go,  tough guy,”  Ramos
said. He was acting like Blaze had been arrested
for murder.

When the double doors opened, Blaze saw
his mom and dad.

What the hell was he doing here?

Steph ran over to him. “Are you okay?”

He nodded.  “I’m fine.  What is he doing
here?”

“Your  mother called and asked if I could
help get you out.”

“If I’d known, I would have stayed.”

“Well it’s not too late.  We can still make
that happen,”  Ramos said as he unlocked the
cuffs. 

“Don’t worry, I’ll see you  again,”  Blaze
said and smiled. 

“I’m going to assume that was a threat to 
an officer.”

“Take it how you wish,” Blaze said. “Don’t
think I forgot about the bullshit you guys pulled
letting the other two go.”

John and Steph stared at each other.

“You mean Blaze was the only one that got
arrested for this?” Steph asked. 

Ramos said nothing.

“That’s right. One of the other kids was a 
judge’s son, so they let him go,” Blaze answered.

“Sir, I asked you a question. Is that true?”

“I can’t speak on other cases that don’t
involve your  son.  He got brought here for his
involvement in a fight at school.”

“Well he wasn’t fighting thin air now, was
he?” John asked.

“I see where he gets the smart mouth
from,” Ramos said.

“You  will be hearing from our  lawyer,” 
Steph said. “All of the kids involved should have
been brought down here or none of them. And
you guys wonder why we can’t get young people
to respect you.”

“I didn’t even start the fight,  mom.  But
they wouldn’t listen to me.”

“You guys have a wonderful evening and
Blaze, don’t forget about your court date,” Ramos
said smiling as he walked away.

The three of them went to processing and
got Blaze’s personal effects.  After a  ten-minute
wait, they’d gotten everything and were leaving
the jail. 

Before the door could even shut behind
them John started in.

“What the hell are you doing fighting at
school?”

“The guy pushed me first,  dad.  He’s a 
bully.”

“Yeah and why couldn’t you  just walk
away? You  don’t even realize how big of a 
burden this will be for all of us.”

“What happened to  standing up  for
myself? And we don’t need your damn money. 
Just give it to  your  whore.  You  care about her
more anyways.”

“You’d better watch that tone.  And not
every
situation
calls for
you  to  stand up  for
yourself. Sometimes you can just walk away.”

“Yeah well, you know all about that, don’t
you?”

John stared hard at Blaze. “I warned you 
already,  Blaze.  You’d better be careful what
comes out of that little mouth of yours.”

“Just speaking the truth – something else
you  seem
to 
have
a  problem
with
lately. 
Something else you  taught me too.  Always tell
the truth. I guess banging your secretary doesn’t
fall into that category?”

John shook his head. “You just know it all, 
huh Blaze?”

“No. But I do know this. And I know you 
haven’t picked up  the phone in weeks. I know
that you just up and left us like we didn’t mean
anything to you.”

“Well I’m here now. Your  mother called
and I’m here.

“You want a trophy?”

“Stop!” Steph yelled.

“No mom, he needs to hear it,” Blaze said
fighting back tears. “He needs to listen to what
we’ve been going through.”

John started to  walk away. “That’s right, 
poor you.  Poor Blaze.  It’s all about you,  huh?
Steph,  the next time he needs bailing out, don’t
call me.”

“I’m not sure why she called you this time. 
You made it clear who mattered to you.”

John kept walking. 

“You’re really good at walking away from
your family,” Blaze yelled.

John stopped for a split second. 

“No,  loser. Go  ahead and keep walking,” 
Blaze continued as tears forced their way into his
eyes. He wiped them away with his hands. 

“Blaze,  you  need to  at least give him a 
chance to explain his side.”

“Not interested. Can we go please? I don’t
care what he has to say. And why the hell are you 
of all people taking up for him after what he did
to you?”

Blaze headed for the parking lot and tried
to determine where his mom had parked. Finally
found her car and bee lined for it. He pulled on
the door handle, but it was locked. 

“Unlock it, mom,” he demanded. 

“Blaze look at me. Despite who started the
fight this can’t happen again. Your dad is right we can’t afford you doing this. You don’t think
me leaving my job in the middle of the day was a 
burden?
Or
digging into  my
savings for
bail
money.”

Blaze froze.

“That didn’t come out how I meant it,” 
Steph said. 

“Whatever. I don’t even care.”

“Just no more fighting, okay?”

“So,  you  want me to  just get my ass
kicked,  mom? Would that make me less of a 
burden?”

Steph said nothing.

“Yeah, you think about it. Can you unlock
the door please?”

“I’m making you  another appointment
with Dr. Smyrl.”

“Okay. Whatever.”

Steph unlocked the car and they climbed
in. 

“I’m taking you home and then I have to 
go back to work.”

Blaze didn’t respond. 

They both rode in silence. Fifteen minutes
later they made it home. When the car stopped, 
Blaze unbuckled,  climbed out and slammed the
door as hard as he could. 

Steph knew that waiting another week for
Blaze to see the doctor wouldn’t work. Why was
he so damn angry? They couldn’t wait that long. 
Blaze needed help and fast. If he wasn’t going to 
talk to her, just maybe he’d talk with Dr. Smyrl.




Chapter 16

The weed that Blaze had hidden in his
room was only two  days old.  Before he’d never
felt like he needed it. That was before. Now it was
the
only
thing
helping
him
cope.  He
went
downstairs and grabbed a beer out of the fridge. 

He rolled a joint and took it with his beer
to the backyard. 

August in south Texas was always hot –
very hot. And today was no different. He’d taken
several
hits
from
the
joint
and his beer
was
halfway gone when the back door swung open.

Blaze quickly spun around.

“Can we talk, son?” It was his dad.

“How the hell did you even get in here?
Does mom know you’re here? Nobody wants you 
here.”

John
sighed.  “I used to  live here
remember? I can get into my own house.”

“Not your  house anymore.  And yeah,  I
remember. And then you hoe’d out. What do you 
want? I’m kind of busy here if you  hadn’t
noticed.”

John looked at the joint and the beer. He
wanted to say something about them but fought
against it. “You even want to hear my side?”

Blaze shook his head. “I’ve heard enough –
you don’t get a side. Matter of fact, you chose a 
side already. You choose your skank.”

John took a  deep  breathe.  “Despite how
mad you may be at the world right now, there are
worse
things
than
your 
parents
getting
divorced.”

Blaze stared at him hard.

“How can you even say that? Like I should
just be happy-go-lucky?”

“No.  But maybe you  could try
to 
understand. I do love you, Blaze.”

Blaze chugged his beer and threw the can
into the trash. 

“Since when did you start drinking beer?”

“A while now. Man of the house can drink
if he wants too, right? You vacated that title.”

Blaze pulled open the door to go inside. 

“You can hang out here as long as you’d
like. Use the side gate to let yourself out.”

John wantedto go after him, but he didn’t. 
He owed Blaze and Kevin an explanation and an
apology. Blaze was so angry that he knew he may
never get the chance.

John left through the fence door on the
side of the house, slamming it shut. Blaze walked
over to look out the window and caught the tail
end of his dad. 

He
was
glad
that
he
just
left
without
pressing to  talk more. No matter what he tried, 
he’d never been enough for him. Blaze had taken
up every hobby that his dad had shown interest
in – even when he really didn’t care for it. All in
an effort to  win love from his dad but it never
came. He always wanted more. Why couldn’t he
see that? And the one thing that Blaze loved, 
music, his dad had told him was a waste of time. 
And that his dream of making it big had been
stupid and immature.  And then he confirmed
how little he cared about him when he chose his
whore over him too.  Maybe since he was just a 
burden like his dad had said,  he should just fix
that. 

He went upstairs, cranked his music up as
loud as it would go and turned on his Xbox. He
gulped down one of the beers he brought up with
him. Then he popped open another can. 

Why did his dad have not one,  but two 
kids, if he was just going to abandon them?

No  matter what Blaze did he knew he
could never make his dad happy.  Eventually, it
always ended the same way: with him failing. 

And
how
was
this
beef
with
Tre
and
Wayne going to end? Now he had court and fines
and whatever the hell else.  And those assholes
had
gotten
off
without
a  damn
thing.  They
needed to pay for their part too.

His cell
phone chimed on the bed.  He
figured it’d be his mom and he didn’t want to 
talk to her. 

A minute went by and then two. Finally, 
he
grabbed his cell
to  see
what the hell she
wanted. 

It was a text from Nikki. Hey… how r u?

I’m okay. But we need to talk.

I can come by  after school in about an hour. 
I’m here for you Blaze. I love you.

He chunked his phone on the bed and
gulped down the rest of his second beer.

Maybe
Tre
and
Wayne
had
just
been
talking shit
to  get
under
his skin.  Or maybe
something happened at the party with Nikki. 
Either way, he needed to know.

Mark had started messing around with
different strains of marijuana. And now Blaze felt
like the stronger blends were what he needed just
to feel normal. He’d wanted to tell someone, but
no  one would understand.  They’d just do  the
same thing they’d done to every other kid – call
them a  pothead,  or a  stoner and label them a 
loser. Blaze knew that about himself already and
didn’t need someone else to tell him.

At first,  he’d started smoking because it
was fun and something to do. But now he needed
it just to get through a school day. Now even it
didn’t seem like enough.

Everywhere he went people stared and
they didn’t say it, but he knew they were judging
him.  This was his medicine - the only way for
him not to  care,  not to  feel,  about anyone or
anything. It’d be so much easier for everyone if
he was just gone.

The
doorbell
rang and he
checked the
camera on his phone. It was Mark. 

He pushed the talk button on the app. “It’s
unlocked bro.”

Mark opened the door,  stopped by the
fridge to grab a beer and bolted upstairs. 

“Hey Bruce,” Mark said.

“Bruce?” Blaze laughed. 

“Yeah you
know –
Bruce
Lee –
the
fighter.”

Blaze cut his eyes over to  the Bruce Lee
poster on the wall. “Yeah asshole, I know who he
is,” he smiled.

“Ah yeah you  do.  Been watching his
videos or something?”

“No  dick,  I haven’t.  Just tired of taking
everyone’s shit, man. My dad, my mom, Tre and
Wayne,  Mr.  Hunter – you,”  he said and half
smiled. “Everyone wants somethingfrom me and
honestly bro, I’m just tired.”

Mark
set
his
beer
down. 
He
knew
especially after his parent’s divorce, that Blaze
had been moodier and he thought it was okay
and expected. But this sounded different. 

Mark put a hand on Blaze’s shoulder. “I’m
here for you, man. Anytime you need to talk or if
you  want to  beat someone up,  we can do  that
too.”

“I know you  are.  It’s just everyone has
something they want from me.  And Kevin? I
should be helpinghim deal with this shit, but I’ve
failed him too. I hate him.”

Mark frowned.  “Why do  you  hate your 
little brother? I thought you  guys had a  good
relationship.”

“We did. Before he suddenly became Mr. 
Perfect who  can do no wrong and I became the
opposite.”

“I think you’re being a  little hard on
yourself, bro. You got me, your parents love you 

– they may suck at showing it but they do. Kevin
loves you too, not to mention Nikki.”

“Nikki?” Blaze shrugged.

“What? That girl loves you  man.  You’re
trippin’ you know that?”

“I may have screwed that up too.”

“What are you talking about? You and Nik
are fine. Don’t blow something up that doesn’t
need it.”

“Yeah I think I have screwed it up.  I’ve
been a dick lately. I mean I don’t have any proof, 
but I think she’s been talking to Tre on the side or
something.”

Mark hit Blaze on the side of the head.

“That’s stupid.  How many of those have
you had? You know better than that. Don’t talk
yourself
into  believing
something
so  stupid, 
Blaze. Jesus Christ.”

Blaze
shrugged but
said nothing.  Mark
didn’t know just how big of an ass Blaze had
been.

“Listen.  I gotta  go  run some errands for
my mom.  I’ll be back later.  In the meantime, 
don’t do nothing stupid – okay?”

Blaze nodded. “I got you.”

They both stood up and hugged.

“And when I come back,  we’re getting
high as hell. No more of this pity party shit.”
Blaze gave him a thumbs up. 

Mark
took
off
down
the
staircase
and
hustled to his car.

As he backed out of the driveway, Nikki
was pulling in.

They both rolled their windows down.

“How is he?” She asked.

“He’s had better days.  Take care of my
bro, okay?”

She nodded,  but knew deep  down that
what happened between her and Tre was going
to come out. How could she have been so stupid?
She parked and took a deep breath. He loves you 
and love is stronger than anything. Everything is
going to be fine, she thought.

The
door was unlocked so  she tip-toed
upstairs.

“Hey,”  she said trying not to  sound
nervous.

Blaze looked up. “Hey,” he said trying not
to look nervous about what he needed to ask.

He stood up and gave each other a weaker
than
usual
kiss. 
And
each
felt
something
different. 

“Look Blaze, I know you’ve been dealing
with a lot with your parents and all.”

“Shh,”  he said.  “I know.  And I know I
haven’t been the easiest to deal with. I’m sorry.”

He’d decided that he didn’t want to  be
hurt again. He didn’t want to be let down again. 
He honestly didn’t
know
how
much
more
disappointment he could take.  So,  he wasn’t
going to  ask about Tre or the party.  Not today. 
Not right now. Maybe never.

“You’ve been trying to manage a lot. And
the last thing you need is me adding to it.”

Blaze pursed his lips confused.

Nikki knew that if she didn’t tell him, 
sooner or later Tre or Wayne would.  And she
didn’t want it to come from them or anyone else.

“Let me decide what or who is adding to 
what I’m dealing with, Nikki.”

“Just listen Blaze.  The other night at the
party-”

Blaze backed away and shook his head in
disbelief. “No. Stop. I don’t-”

“I kissed Tre. It didn’t mean anything and
I know it was wrong. I was drunk-”

“I said no!”  Blaze yelled.  He threw his
phone across the room and it smashed into  a 
picture on the wall.

Nikki jumped. “Blaze, you’re scaring me. 
Please don’t yell,” she whimpered.

His eyes burned through her. 

“I’m sorry,  Blaze.  I never meant to  hurt
you.” Tears begin to fill her eyes. 

“You’re pathetic. I can’t believe you. You 
know what I’ve been dealing with and how my
parent’s divorce has been affecting me.  But all
you  care
about
is hanging out
and partying, 
right? Going to the football games. Partying with
the damn football team.”

Blaze
noticed the
promise
ring he
had
given her. He stormed over to her and she took a 
step  back.  He grabbed her hand and ripped the
ring off. 

She tried to  stop him. “No  Blaze,  please. 
I’m sorry.”

After he’d gotten it off, he threw it across
the room too. “I would never have betrayed you 

– ever. I loved you.”

Both were crying now. 

“Blaze, please. I love you too.”

He took a  step  towards her and raised
both of his hands to her face, gently pulling her
head down and giving her a kiss on the forehead. 
“Goodbye, Nikki. Please leave.”

“No. I’m not leaving, Blaze. We can work
through this. It was stupid. I love you.”

“Leave now, please. You asked me not to 
yell – the next time I will.”

“I told you, I’m not leaving. You’re going
to have to kick me out.”

Blaze grabbed his keys and took the stairs
two at a time. 

“Blaze!” Nikki yelled.

But it was no use. A few seconds later she
heard his car start up and then his tires screech
loudly in the driveway. And just like that, he was
gone.

She walked over and fished his cell phone
out of the glass. Then she walked downstairs to 
find a  dustpan and broom.  She spent the next
thirty minutes cleaning up the broken glass. 

The front door opened. “Hello, is anyone
here?” Steph yelled.

“I am!” Nikki yelled. 

Steph
set
her
things
down
and
went
upstairs. 

She gasped when she stepped in Blaze’s
room. “Oh my God, Nikki what happened?”

Nikki spent the next thirty minutes filling
Steph in and she told her everything.  Even the
part about her kissing Tre. 

“So,  did Blaze tell you  where he was
going? Or when he’d be back?”

She shook her head. “Afraid not.”

“Well, you should go.  I’ll take over from
here.”

Nikki didn’t want to  leave, not like this. 
But she also knew it was probably the best thing
to do. “Can you call me? Or text when he comes
back? You know, just so I know that he’s okay?”

Steph nodded.  “We all make mistakes. 
Blaze loves you but he’s been going through a lot
lately. I don’t know how long it’s going to take
him to come around.”

They hugged and then Nikki left. 




Chapter 17

Blaze looked around the room and tried to 
make sense of the pictures on the walls. The last
time he’d seen Dr. Smyrl they’d met in a different
room. This one was smaller, more personable. 

He could hear footsteps outside the door. 
It opened and Dr.  Smyrl appeared. Today she
wore
glasses
and
had
her
long
blonde
hair
wrapped up in a bun.

“You  look nice today,”  Blaze said
sheepishly.

She let out a small nervous laugh. “Thank
you 
Blaze. 
So, 
your 
mother
made
this
appointment because basically as she put it is, she
thought you were losing control. I hear you may
have
broken
up  with
your  girlfriend
earlier
today?”

Blaze laughed. “No. I didn’t just break up 
with her because I’m in some crazed state of
madness or some shit.”

“Please don’t swear, Blaze. Okay, so while
we’re on the subject, why did you break up with
her?” She could see that he’d been smoking –
probably drinking too. 

“You don’t have, I don’t know like, some
warm-up  questions or anything? Just dive right
in, huh?”

“Well we only have an hour  and your 
mom seemed very worried.”

“Now she’s worried. If you must know, I
broke up  with Nikki because she went to some
stupid party,  got drunk and made out with an
asshole from the football team.”

She sighed.  “That wasn’t the right thing
for her to do. I’m sorry that happened to you.”

“Yeah,  me too.  We’d been dating almost
two  years.  Two  years and you  go  and do  some
shit like that to a person.”

“Language,  Blaze.  It wasn’t very
thoughtful of her.  What about him? You  called
him an a-hole?”

“Well he is.”

“Why’s that? Outside of kissing Nikki,  I
mean. I presume he knew you two were dating.”

Blaze shook his head. “Of course he knew. 
The whole town knew. He and his stupid football
punks like to tease and make fun of me because I
play in a  band. Or because I wear a lot of black
clothes.  Or maybe because I’m actually smart. 
Shit any reason to give me a hard time.”

“So,  do  you  think that maybe he used
Nikki as another way to upset you?”

Blaze thought about what she said for a 
moment.  “I don’t know.  Does it matter? She
willingly did it.”

“I didn’t say that it mattered. I just asked if
you  thought it was possible.  You  are correct –
Nikki still made a bad choice and compromised
your relationship.”

“So how does coming here help me? How
is this supposed to fix me?”

“We’ll get there – one step  at a  time.  So 
how long has this little rift been going on with
you and-?”

“Tre. His name is Tre. And I don’t know, a 
few week’s maybe. Maybe a little longer,” Blaze
lied.  The bullying from Tre had been increasing
nearly the entire school year.

“Is this the same kid you got into a fight
with at school a few days ago?”

Blaze nodded.

“And now this thing with Nikki – so  I
guess you feel like he’s gotten over on you some
kind of way?”

He punched his fists together “It’s not
over. He’s going to pay.”

“You  can’t go  around fighting someone
every time they hurt you, Blaze. There are better
ways to deal with people.”

Blaze looked at the doctor’s ring finger. “I
don’t see a ring?”

She looked down at her hand. “No  ring. 
I’m not married.”

“Boyfriend?”

“Let’s not get into my personal life. That’s
not why you’re here.”

“Maybe it is. Maybe we were supposed to 
meet each other.”

Dr.  Smryl blushed.  “Listen Blaze,  I’m
flattered but being that kind of friend to a client is
never an option.  You’re hurting right now and
trying to deal with and process a lot of emotions. 
Maybe
we
should
end
the
session
here
for
today.”

“So even my doctor wants to run me off,” 
Blaze said standing up.

“No,  I didn’t say that. But I need you to 
stay focused.”

Blaze looked her up and down.

“Focused on you and getting you better,” 
she said. 

“And then? You know, after I’m better?”

She smiled. “Blaze, this isn’t going to be an
overnight thing. You getting better could take a 
long time.”

“But I’m going to get better?”

“Well, yes. I mean that’s the idea here.”

She hadn’t completely shut him down he
thought. Maybe the kindest rejection of all time.

“Besides your parents do you have anyone
else that you can talk to?”

“Mark. I can always talk to him. He knows
me better than anyone else.”

“Is he a classmate?”

He nodded. “A friend and he plays in my
band. I have a sample of one of our newest songs. 
Would you like to hear it?”

She looked up at the clock on the wall to 
see how much time they had remaining. 

“Sure.”

“It’ll only take a second. This one is called
Tear Me Down.”

He
scrolled
through
the
videos on
his
phone and hit play when he found the recording. 

He held the phone in his hand while the
song played. 

After the first verse and chorus played, he
stopped the video. 

Dr. Smyrl made notes as the song played. 
The lyrics were dark and haunting.  “You  guys
sound very good.  I’m impressed with just how
good you  sound.  Typically,  high school garage
bands aren’t very good at all.  Who  is that
singing?”

“Well, yours truly of course.”

She smiled.  “You  sing very well,  Blaze. 
Why don’t you  concentrate and focus your 
energy on your band and your music?”

“You really think it’s good?”

“I do.  And I promise I’m not just saying
that to be nice. You guys are talented.”

“My dad never thought so.  He said we
were wasting our time.”

“What your  dad thinks is important but
remember, he’s only one person. Who wrote the
lyrics to that song?”

“I did. The lead singer always writes the
lyrics.”

She was afraid that was the case. “If I’m
completely honest and we are almost out of time
here, I’m a wee bit concerned about some of the
lyrics.”

“It’s just a song, Doc.”

“Well artists typically use songs to express
their thoughts and feelings. Those lyrics suggest
that whoever wrote that song is going through a 
really tough time.”

Blaze grinned.  “Uh yeah,  I am –
remember? That’s why I’m here.”

“There’s a super thin line between art and
reality. And sometimes that line gets all blurred
and fuzzy. I just need to be sure you stay on this
side of it – okay?”

“Like I said, Doc – it’s just a song.”
Tuesday, Aug 27th




Chapter 18

The sun was just about to  come up  and
Blaze sat watching it from his bed. Most people
don’t simply sit back and watch the sunrise. They
don’t recognize how truly wonderful of an event
it was. But today he watched. 

The
doctor
had
told
him
to 
find
something, even in nature and just to watch how
truly magnificent it was. And to learn to try and
appreciate it for how amazing it was. She’d been
right. It was relaxing. There was so much more to 
life
than
his
parents,  Nikki,  or
Tre
and
his
bullshit. So much more that he could appreciate. 

Losing Nikki the way he had hurt.  This
wasn’t going to  change that.  But he needed to 
focus
on
other
things
and
let
time
heal
his
wounds. 

And if she was the type to be unfaithful he
guessed it was better now rather than two  or
three kids down the road. 

His cell
phone
chimed and he reached
over to  check it.  Nikki. What the hell did she
want now?

Blaze, I am so sorry for the way things ended. 
I’d been feeling strange about where our relationship 
had been heading for a long time. And honestly, I was
too much of a coward to tell you. It’s no excuse for
what I did. And I hope maybe one day you’ll find it in
your heart to forgive me. Over the past few weeks I’d 
Snapped back and forth with Tre a few times. Nothing 
serious but obviously it led up to what happened. I’m
only  telling  you this now because it’s all been
weighing heavily on me. I didn’t like being dishonest –
you don’t deserve that. One day some girl is going to
be really lucky to have you. For a long time and even
now, I wished that it could be me. You’re a really great
guy and you always knew how to make me laugh. Take
care of yourself Blaze – love Nikki.

Blaze read her text three or four times to 
digest it all. He could feel himself getting angry
all
over
again.  He
tried to  think of a  happy
memory.  Something to  take his mind off the
negative. He closed the text message, tossed the
phone and started to get dressed for school. 

Fifteen minutes later he opened the door
to his room and went downstairs. 

“Good morning, mom,” he said.

She looked up at him shocked. “It’s twenty
minutes earlier than I’ve ever seen you  on
a 
school day.”

“Yup and I’m all ready to go.”

He
gave
her
a  kiss
on
the
cheek and
grabbed his car keys. 

As he drove, he took out his E-cig, looked
at it and then put it back in his glove box. He was
going to try to make it through the day without
it. He was going to see if the doctor was right –
that he was stronger than he gave himself credit
for.

Blaze sat down in class and smiled at Tre
as he walked by him.  Tre frowned not really
understanding what the hell Blaze was smiling
at. 

He sure as hell wouldn’t be smiling when
he found out that Nikki had come over the night
before. And he’d be smiling even less when he
sent out the little video  that he’d stolen off her
phone.

After everyone was seated and the bell
rang, the teacher started the lesson. Blaze listened
attentively like he used to.

As the teacher pressed on while writing
notes onto  the blackboard,  the students started
clamoring.  Blaze
noticed
that
everyone
was
watching something on their phones. A few kids
snickered – someone even pointed at him.

At first Blaze tried to ignore them but now
he
was
wondering
what
the
hell
they
were
watching. 

Finally,  his phone buzzed.  It was a  text
from Mark.

Let me know what you want to do to him and 
I’ll help. You know I always got your back, bro. I’m
sick of this shit too.

What the hell are you talking  about? Blaze
replied.

Check Snapchat.

Tre sat with his hands covering his face, 
trying to  hold himself back from erupting with
laughter. This felt even better than he imagined it
would. 

Blaze opened his Snapchat app and clicked
on the video  he’d received from Mark.  He
watched the video  once and then replayed it
again.  He
knew
immediately this meant
two 
things. One, Nikki had been to see Tre and two, 
she’d left her phone unlocked where he could
access it.

Everything he’d spent the last twenty-four 
hours trying to bury – all of the pain, hurt, anger
and betrayal by so many, was over. 

He
felt
his
face
reddening.  Now
he
understood why everyone had been so glued to 
their phones. He didn’t want to cry. He wanted to 
hurt someone.  He wanted to  hurt all of them. 
Someone needed to teach them what it felt like to 
be the ass of their jokes. 

Why would someone want to keep being
tortured like this? And the only way he could
make it stop was to show them that they’d better
not mess with him. No longer would he come to 
school every day and be their punching bag.

He felt a  tear forming in his left eye and
then
one
in
his
right.  The
video  was
never
supposed to  be shared.  Nikki had said she’d
deleted it. Obviously, that had been another lie. 
How many more lies had she told him? How
many more secrets had she kept? She needed to 
pay too. 

They were both virgins when they’d met. 
And Blaze had only kissed one girl – really kissed
one girl.  He’d never touched a  girl’s breast or
even seen a pair in real life. Stupidly, they’d set
up a phone to record their first time. They were
both nervous – as expected. Blaze lay in the bed
ready and waiting for Nikki to  climb in.  They
made
out
for
a  few
minutes and then Nikki
pushed his face away from hers and asked him if
he was ready.  She was on birth control so they
agreed that he wouldn’t use a  condom.  Nikki
climbed on top  of him and reached down to 
guide him inside of her. She held him in her hand
and started to inch onto him, but it was too late. 
In less than three or four seconds of her touching
him he’d orgasmed in her hand.  Blaze was
mortified.  He’d heard stories of guys not being
able to  please their woman.  Guys who were no 
good in bed.  Losers.  And now he was one of
them. He’d already been nervous enough about
the whole thing. Nikki told him that it was okay
and that it happened to a lot of guys, especially
the first time. But he didn’t care. His first time
wasn’t supposed to  be like this.  Nikki climbed
down off him and laid beside Blaze while he
cried. She told him that they could try again, but
it
would be
a  month before he garnered the
courage to.  Finally,  he realized that the phone
was still recording on the desk – Nikki’s phone. 
She’d told him that she deleted the video.

Now
everyone
had
seen
it.  What
was
supposed to be a special and private moment had
been broadcast around the school.  Things like
this didn’t just stay in oneschool. By day’s end, 
thousands would have watched it and saved it on
their phones. Crying memes would be made from
it.  The
video  would probably have
a
million
views within a few weeks. The internet, for all of
its grandeur, could also be a cruel, dark place. A
place
where
otherwise
cowards
could
hide
behind a keyboard and ruin someone else’s life. 

And now,  just like in the video  here,  he
was
in
the
middle
of
class crying again.  He
sprang to  his feet,  grabbed his backpack and
phone and ran out of the classroom. 

The teacher called for him, but it was too
late.

“Someone care to  tell me what’s going
on?” She asked sternly.

No one spoke up. 

Blaze’s phone buzzed.  This time a  text
from Nikki and shortly after another from Mark.

Nikki’s text read, Blaze, I can’t believe Tre
did that. I should have deleted it like I told you. I never
meant for this to happen.  And  for what it’s worth 
whatever this was with Tre is over. He’s nothing and 
less than nothing for doing this to you. I’m soo sorry, 
Blaze. You have to know I had nothing to do with it. 
Please text me back.

Mark’s text read, we’re going  to get that
SOB.  They  all walk around  here like they are kings. 
We need  to get some payback.  Let’s meet up  after
school, bro.

Blaze didn’t respond back to  either of
them. 

“Blaze,” he heard someone call his name. 
It wasn’t a  student’s voice. It sounded like Mr. 
Hunter – the principal. 

He stopped and turned to see. They made
eye contact and Blaze tried to  wipe his eyes as
Hunter approached him. 

Hunter reached out and put a  hand on
Blaze’s shoulders.  “We’re going to  take care of
this. My office, now.”

Hesitantly Blaze followed Hunter to  his
office. 

They sat down and Blaze buried his face in
his hands. 

“Look at me,  Blaze.  This stops now. The
bullying,  the
fighting. 
I
apologize
for
not
listening hard enough before. I’m trying to run a 
school here not a  fight club.  Nikki stopped by
and she showed me the video and told me who 
spread it around the school.  What Tre did is a 
felony, Blaze; distribution of child pornography. 
He’s gotten himself in more trouble than he
knows.  He thought this was funny,  but I can
assure you that he won’t find in funny in a few 
minutes. And I’m going to see to it – trust me on
that.”

Blaze shook his head. “So, you’ve seen the
loser Blaze video too, huh?”

Was that really  all he’d  heard?
Hunter
wondered.

“Listen, I know this can’t be easy at all but
is that all you heard me say? I told you I’m going
to bring down hell on Tre for this. His football for
this season is done.”

Blaze wiped his face a little and managed a 
half smile.  “You’re kidding yourself.  This is
Kilwade. This is football town. He’ll be out there
Friday night like nothing ever happened – we
both know that. You can’t sell me your Girl Scout
Cookies.”

“Okay. Believe what you want, Blaze. You 
just watch. I’m going to make an example out of
this.  It happens far too often. Bullying on social
media  is going to  carry the same weight as any
another kind of bullying. You’re probably going
to be called as a witness when he has his day in
court. And I’ll expect that the police eventually
will want a statement from you.”

Blaze shrugged.  “Okay.  Whatever.  I
appreciate what you’re doing here but I know
how to handle this. I don’t need your help.”

“This isn’t about revenge, Blaze. You’re a 
good kid.  You  do  something back and you  will
have
your  own
consequences to  deal
with.  I
know you’re hurting and pissed but you’d better
think about that.”

“I don’t think you understand. It doesn’t
matter if he gets ten felonies and spends five
years in prison. That video is going to spread like
wildfire. It’ll be all over the United States by the
end of the day. My life is ruined.”

“And every kid that shares it also commits
the same crime as Tre did.  I will go after every
one
of
them.  Like
I
said Blaze,  this ends
at
Kilwade today.”

“Mr.  Hunter have you  ever been this
humiliated?”

He thought for a  moment.  “Honestly
Blaze, probably not.”

Blaze smiled at Hunter and stood up. “I 
didn’t think so. 
Good
luck
with
your 
prosecutions. I’m going home for the day. I don’t
want to be here. I’m not going to learn anything
anyway – not today. You saw how the kids were
looking at me when we walked to  your  office. 
Like I said,  my life is ruined.  I’ve never been
more embarrassed about anything. Tomorrow I’ll
drop  in and let you know how many views the
video has.”

Hunter hadn’t talked to  Steph since he’d
made her angry and she’d sped off.  He really
liked Steph and his marriage was in the dumps
and probably over. But he wasn’t sure if he could
handle dealing with Blaze on a  more personal
level. Or if Blaze would be open to the idea at all. 

Blaze reached for the door. Before he could
open it, Hunter said, “For what it’s worth, Nikki
is pretty shook up  about this.  Her mother took
her home too. She filled me in on… let’s just say
enough. She’s sorrier than you’ll ever know. I just
wanted you to know that since I’m sure… well I
just wanted you to know.”

He
shrugged.  Was he
supposed to  feel
sorry for her now? Because she was hurting? This
was her fault too. 

“Thanks,” Blaze said as he pushed out of
the door. 




Chapter 19

The
sun
beamed
brightly
off
the
lake. 
There was hardly any wind making the reflection
look almost as smooth as glass.  Blaze skipped
another rock on top  of the water and counted
how many times it skipped. 

He used to come here and shoot skeet with
his dad. For whatever reason not many people, if
anyone, ever came out here in these woods. Or to 
this lake. It wasn’t a bad little fishing spot either. 

Blaze picked up  another rock.  “Betcha 
can’t get it to skip eight times?” Mark called out
behind him.

He threw the rock and they both counted
the jumps out loud. “Six,” they both said after it
finished. 

The two boys hugged a  bit longer than
usual. 
“We’re going to get that bastard back. All
of them – Wayne too,” Mark said. 

Blaze pushed away from him. “Correction, 
I’m going to get them back. You are going to stay
out of this. Only one of us needs to get in trouble
here. You got your whole life ahead of you, bro. 
College,  a  wife, shit maybe a few kids. Can you 
imagine us with kids?”

What the hell was he talking about? Didn’t
he have his whole life ahead of him too?

Mark pushed Blaze.  “We are in this
together – we’re boys.  We both got our  lives
ahead of us. Don’t start talking crazy.”

Blaze had said enough already.  Actually, 
he’d said too much. But he couldn’t help himself.

“My life’s over man. That video…”

“Shut the hell up,  talking like that.  I’m
serious, Blaze. Don’t make me kick your ass. It’s
one stupid video. Knock that shit off.”

Tears started rolling down Blaze’s face.

“It’s not just the video,”  he sobbed. 
“Things with my parents at home are shit, my
dad’s a cheating bastard. He just left us behind
like we were trash, man.”

His heart was beating fast. He knew there
was more but before now he’d told no one. 

“Screw him. You don’t need him, bro.”

“I wish I felt that way. I may not need him, 
but I wanted him. Now this shit with Nikki. My
heart doesn’t even feel whole anymore. Feels like
it exploded into  a  million pieces.  I can feel it
beating all over my body.  I can’t stop shaking. 
Why couldn’t she love me the way I loved her?”

“Man, screw her too. Somewhere the right
girl is out there.”

“Nah, she was the right girl, man. And she
couldn’t even be loyal. Tre played her. I’m tired
of being laughed at. I’m tired of not being enough
for anyone.”

“What, I don’t count?”

Blaze forced a  smile.  “No,  you  don’t. 
You’ll always love me, or I’ll haunt you.”

They laughed.

“There’s a  lot of stuff happening at once. 
But I’m here. And two months – hell two weeks
from now - this will all be old news. Don’t do 
nothing stupid now while you’re hurting.”

“Honestly man,  I can’t see two  hours
ahead right now, bro. This shit hurts.”

“You listen to me. You’re going to be the
best man in my wedding you hear me? And I’m
going to be the best man in yours. And next year
were going to Hawaii just like we talked about. 
The next year we’ll do our U.S road trip – none of
this stupid high school shit changes any of that. 
You hear me?”

Blaze held his head down. He shook as he
cried. Mark put his arms around him and fought
back tears himself.

“You promise me that you’re not leaving
me with these assholes,  Blaze. I been watching
Dr. Phil I know how this shit works.”

He smiled a  little at the Dr. Phil joke but
still said nothing. He just cried harder.

“I said, promise me.”

Blaze nodded in agreement.

“One hour at a time, one day at a time. All
this is temporary.  The only thing permanent is
me and you, bro,” Mark said. 

His heart was beating even faster now. 
“There’s one more thing - I need to tell someone.”

“What?” Mark said with a confused look
on his face.

“Here goes. The day my mom left my dad, 
she needed help moving all of our stuff out-“

Mark touched him on the shoulder, “it’s
okay man, let er’ rip.”

Tears formed in his eyes again. He angrily
flung them away.

“I didn’t know it but my mother had
called her brother,  my uncle – Tommy to come
and help us –“

“Yeah I know him. Met him a few times. 
So what about him?”

“Well at the end of the day when we
finished moving everything, we sat down at the
kitchen table.  My mom and Kevin had gone to 
pick up food. We started talking and then he put
his hand on my knee and said everything will be
okay.  And in that instant a bunch of memories
that I’d I don’t know suppressed, poured through
me. I froze. Then he smiled at me. I’ll never forget
that look again.  The way he looked at me – I’d 
seen it before. Later that night I couldn’t sleep. 
Every time I closed my eyes another memory
flooded
my
brain.  Vivid
memories,
detailed
memories,  painful memories.  For the next few
weeks I had nightmares – these flashbacks of
times when he’d…”

“That sick motherfu- I’m sorry bro.  Shit
man. And before that moment you’d never had a 
clue or remembered any of it?”

Blaze shook his head. “Nothing. Not even
a  hint.  I’d blocked it all out. And maybe if my
parents hadn’t gotten divorced –“

“So deep down that’s why you blame your 
mother for all of this? It’s why you’re so mad at
her?”

“What, you my Doctor now?” He smiled.

“It’s okay man.  You  don’t have to  be
funny with me. This is some messed up shit. Cry
if you  need to,  yell,  curse – whatever. So  I’m
guessing you didn’t tell your mom either?”

He shook his head. “No. And it just seems
like I can’t catch a break. I remembered back to 
some of those days.  I felt so weak and hopeless
and now all this shit at school – I’m really starting
to feel that way again. I can’t do it anymore bro.”

Blaze sat up and wiped his eyes. Then he
started laughing.

“You go  from crying to  laughing?” Mark
asked laughing too. 

“Laughing at myself. I probably sound like
a little girl right now.”

“You do,” Mark said still laughing. “But I
got you, bro.”

“Thanks for letting me have a pity party.”

Mark smiled. “Now I see why your mom
got your  ass seeing that shrink,” he said poking
him
in
the
ribs. “And you  need to  tell her
everything.  She can’t help  you  if she doesn’t
know it all bro.”

“Funny man,  huh? Yeah,  I been pretty
messed up  bro. Out of all the years that I’ve
known you,  that may have been the smartest
thing you’ve ever said,” Blaze laughed again.

“Ha. Why don’t you call the old hag right
now and see if she can get you in today?”

“She definitely ain’t an old hag – she’s a 
stunner bro.”

“What? What’s your  definition of a 
stunner?”

“My eyes still work jerk. My definition is
the same it’s always been. And I think she may be
feelin’ me too.”

“Okay. Did you throw one of those rocks
at yourself? Come here and let me check your 
head for injuries.”

“I’m for real bro. You never know. Maybe
this is how we were supposed to meet? Stranger
things have happened. Remember Sandi and Mr. 
Pete?”

Mark shook his head. “Yeah, I remember
them.  But how about you  let her fix that head
first?” Mark said pointing to Blaze’s head.

Mark reached out to  hug Blaze again. “I
gotta go to work. Or I can stay here and hug you
all day?

“No… get your ass out of here.”

“Call me if you need anything – anytime. 
Okay? And tell her everything!”

“Aight bro.”

They fist bumped and then Mark turned to 
walk away.

Mark climbed into his Jeep and left Blaze
alone by the lake. He didn’t know what he would
have done without Mark always being there for
him. But it still didn’t feel like enough.

He picked up another rock and skipped it
across the lake. He felt numb.

Before
heading
to
the
lake,  Blaze
had
stopped by the house to  pick up  his AR-15.  He
walked over and popped his car trunk to retrieve
it. 

He
opened
his
backpack, 
grabbed
a 
magazine and pushed it hard into the weapon. 

Blaze strode into  the woods by the lake. 
He
was hoping to  see a  raccoon,  a  rabbit or
something that he could shoot. 

He scanned the wooded area with his gun
but saw nothing. Finally, about fifty yards ahead
he caught the flicker of a  tail.  It was a squirrel. 
Cute little fellow. 

He aimed and dropped it. Then he smiled
as it fell out of the trees and crashed with a thud
onto the ground below. 

For the next thirty minutes Blaze went on
like this. Finding varmints, shooting them down
and feeling nothing. 

His phone rang.  It was a  call from his
mother. He declined it. Then she called again and
he declined it again.

A minute later it buzzed, but it was a text
this time.

Blaze call me.  I’m worried  about you. I just
heard about the video. Please call me. Don’t make me
come looking for you.

Maybe he’d been too hard on her. Maybe
he’d blamed her for too much.  She really had
been trying or maybe she was just feeling guilty
now. She just should have tried sooner. 

When
his parents divorced,  they never
even sat down to talk with either of them. 

His parents had never fought very much. 
An argument here or an argument there about
somethingstupid. Blaze hadn’t really understood
that at first. Until he’d started dating Nikki. Then
he understood. Sometimes men and women just
found something stupid to fight about – so they
did. 

One day Blaze heard them arguing and
tip-toed downstairs to  catch
what this stupid
argument was about.  Only this time it wasn’t
stupid at all. This time it was different. 

His dad had left a hotel room key card in
his pocket and receipt to match. A receipt which
would change everything. He listened as his dad
confessed to sleeping with his twenty-somethingyear-old secretary.  And listened as he tried to 
explain why.  They’d drifted apart,  she wasn’t
taking care of herself,  their sex life was nonexistent, and she only cared about the kids’ blah, 
blah, blah. 

His
mom
told
him
for
her
this
was
unforgivable and she wanted him out. He hadn’t
begged to stay. She spent the next thirty minutes
torturing
herself
by
asking about
the
details.  
Blaze went back upstairs to try and process what
this meant for their family. 

They’d gotten home from school the next
day and there was a  moving truck out front. 
Kevin asked what was going on and they told
him they were getting a divorce. He’d asked why
but they wouldn’t tell him. He stormed off to his
room in tears and that was that. There was never
a  sit
down,  an
explanation,  hell
not
even
a 
conversation.  When he left he didn’t even say
goodbye.  Kevin
had
chased
him
down
the
driveway, hugging at his leg. His dad teared up, 
bent down and kissed him on the cheek and
gently pushed him away. 

He felt his phone buzz  in his hand and
then it began to ring. Mom just wasn’t going to 
let this go, was she?

He answered the phone without looking
down.

“Mom, I’m fine.”

“Hello?”

It wasn’t Steph. But the voice wasn’t one
that
he
recognized.  He
looked
down
at
the
number, but didn’t recognize it either. 

“Who is this?”

“My name is Richard Bailey.”

Blaze didn’t know anyone by that name.

“Okay. Am I supposed to know who you 
are?”

“Yes. But you don’t.”

“Listen man,  I don’t know who  you  are
but I’m not buying whatever you’re selling so I’m
hanging up.”

“Despite what your  mother,  Steph, 
wanted,  I should have called you  long before
now.”

How the hell did this person know his
mother? Who was this? Blaze said nothing. 

“Your  mother and I met almost eighteen
years ago  at a  party.  It was a college frat party. 
Much like the parties you  kids attend today.  I
would imagine drinking,  dancing,  music.  I was
playing in the band that was the party’s
entertainment for the evening. After our set we
usually hung around to see what girls we could
pick up.  We danced,  had some drinks – danced
some more and… After that night we moved on
to the next town. And I never saw or heard from
her again. She called me a few months later and
told me that she was pregnant.  I was a  little
shocked but
obviously we
were
both playing
with fire by having unprotected sex.  I wasn’t
ready to  be a  father.  I wasn’t ready to  stop 
partying.  We didn’t have a  relationship  and I
didn’t even know her last name.  Honestly,  I
could barely even remember what she looked
like. Despite all of that, I was willing to quit the
band and move to Kilwade. I was going to meet
your mother again and try to get to know her and
maybe have you  know,  a  real relationship.  But
she shot that down.  She’d met the man of her
dreams– John Planter.  It was love at first sight, 
she told me.  They were already engaged to  be
married and John was going to raise our son as
his own. She told me to never come around and
what
happened
that
night
was a  mistake.  A
mistake that would cause too much pain and
embarrassment to  John and to  her family.  So 
foolishly, 
I
respected
that. 
Foolishly
and
somewhat cowardly.  Deep  down a  part of me
was relieved.  When
things took off
with the
internet many years later, I could finally check in
on you  from time to  time.  I’d get online and
search Facebook. I actually follow you on Twitter. 
I saw that you’re into  music too – guess you 
know where it came from now. Look, I know this
is a lot and I don’t expect a rela-”

“This is bullshit!”

Blaze trembled. He wanted to hang up the
phone.  But
this
Richard
Bailey
probably had
better things to do than to make up some random
story about being some loser-kid-on-the-brink-ofa-meltdowns father. 

It explained why his dad – well John - felt
the way he did about Blaze’s music,  how he’d
just left so  easily and why he never called.  For
him it was freedom – a release from something
he’d signed up for that he could now walk away
from.  A burden that he probably didn’t even
realize would be so great when he’d said yes to it. 

And this was just one more reason why
Blaze had to go. One more scar on his wounded
body.  One
more
lie
from
someone
who  was
supposed to  protect him and never hurt him. 
More
pain
on
his already fragile
and beaten
down soul. 

“Why are you calling me now after all this
time? Why not just let it go? Let me be?”

“It’s been eating at me for nearly two 
decades. A man can’t run forever. Running takes
a lot of energy. And I’m tired. I can’t sleep. I’ve
suffered bouts of depression and anxiety. Do you 
know how many times I’ve dialed your number
and never hit that call button?”

“I wish you would have left it that way.”

“I admit I’m a  coward.  Like I said I’ve
been watching you  from a  distance.  Saw your 
post about your parents splitting up-“

“So you thought you’d call a screw things
up even more? Well thanks!”

Blaze disconnected the call and shoved his
phone into his pocket. It buzzed then rang but he
never took it back out again. 

A lump rose up in his throat. It felt like the
weight of the world had suddenly crashed down
on him again.

He lay down in the woods alone and cried
for the next hour.  How could his parents have
lied to him like this? His whole life had been one
big lie – told again and again. Day after day. 

They say the people closest to  you  hurt
you  the most.  His parents well John and Steph
sure did fit that bill. 

He’d balled up in the fetal position. Gently
he rocked back and forth trying to soothe himself. 
How could he ever look the same at either of
them again? How could he ever love them again?

He reached up  and felt around his eyes. 
They were puffy - swollen. 

“I hate all of you!” He yelled at the top of
his lungs. Then he screamed. 

His scream echoed throughout the woods.

Finally he started to calm down.  His eyes
narrowed.  The call hadn’t changed what he
needed to do. 

It didn’t change what he would do. 

If anything it just further validated the
decision that he’d already made.

No one was honest. No one was loyal.

Now
to  add
to  his
shame,  he
was
a 
bastard. His own parents hadn’t been honest with
him. If your parents could lie straight to your face
for nearly eighteen years – anyone could.

He wanted the pain – his pain - to end. He
had no place here. 




Chapter 20

Blaze waited for his computer to boot up. 
He was proud of his machine.  When he turned
fifteen, he and Mark had built two of them. One
for each of them. 

He jumped onto  the internet and started
researching every school shooting starting with
Columbine. This way he could kill two birds with
one stone – literally.

He wanted to know every detail about the
event. Everything they’d done right. Everything
they’d done wrong. How they got caught. If they
died in a suicide or by cop exchange. 

He read articles,  police reports and there
were even videos on YouTube. 
Hour after hour he crammed every detail
he could into his brain. He would write nothing
down. He wasn’t going to get caught. He wasn’t
going to be stopped. Nothing was going to derail
this. 

The app  to  the house’s security system
was open on his phone. He needed to see when
his mom got home. She’d be coming to see him
for sure. 

He read the stories about the other school
shooters.  Noted the similarities in their stories. 
They’d all felt pressure to fit in or live up to their
parents’ expectations. Or they’d been victims of
bullying
or
sexual
assault.  Others
had
lost
someone close to them or their parents had gone
through a  messy divorce.  A few kids had gone
through messy breakups. Or they’d been publicly
humiliated. 

Schools
countered
by
adding
security
guards or metal detectors, limiting entrances and
exits,  or
having
them
locked
or
unlocked at
certain times. 

There’d been a  shooting at a  school less
than twenty miles from Kilwade two years ago. 
And as a result, there had been changes made to 
improve security. 

But
Blaze
had something else in mind. 
Something that he hadn’t seen or read anywhere
else. 

He looked down at his phone and barely
caught his mother shutting the front door behind
her.

A second later and he’d cleared the
cookies from his search history and hit the power
button. 

“Blaze,  are you  in here?”  His mom said
pushing open the door. 

He took the headphones off and pretended
to barely hear her.

“Oh, hey mom.”

Steph sat down on the bed beside him. 
“So, you want to talk about it?”

She really didn’t want to  talk about it
herself. She wouldn’t know what to say. But she
knew that was her line.

“No.  I’ll spare you  the uncomfortable
conversation.”

“Are you  sure? I don’t know… maybe I
could help?”

He looked at her and rolled his eyes.  “I
doubt it,  mom.  Tell me what’s the most
embarrassing and humiliating thing that’s ever
happened to you?”

Steph thought about it for a moment. She
knew what she wanted to say but she was afraid. 

“Well what happened between your  dad
and I was and still is pretty embarrassing. I know
that you blame me for what he did and that hurts
too.  They’d been carrying on for over a year. I
had been to  John’s job  at least twenty times.  I
knew many of his coworkers by name. They all
knew about his affair. So, you can imagine that I
was
the
ass of
many of
their
jokes.  Just
the
stupid-barely-got-her-GED-cafeteria lady. And to 
top it off, he blamed me too. Blamed my weight
gain. No,  I’m not a size two anymore but I’m a 
good person and I didn’t deserve that. So yeah, I
kind of understand being embarrassed.”

He wanted to  lay into her about Richard
calling today.  But he asked her a  question and
this was her moment. He decided that he would
let her have it.

“I’m sorry for blaming you.  Dad should
have been a man about how he felt. But he was a 
coward.”

He gave her a hug and wiped a tear from
her eye. 

“I love you, mom.”

“Love you too, Blaze.”

“I’d like to be left alone now.”

She gave him a  kiss on the forehead and
walked out, closing the door behind her. 

The computer was booting back up before
the door had barely shut. Nothing was going to 
stop  him now.  He knew when and where, now
he needed to start making plans. 

He typed in the school’s address.  After
only two  minutes he’d found what he was
looking for. It wasn’t hard to get detailed plans of
the stadium.  Tomorrow he would head to  the
field and see what hazards lay in his way.

The chiming noise he heard was a  text
message on his cell phone.  He unlocked it and
opened the message. 

I know I’m the last person that you want to
hear from and this will be the last time I text you. I’m
going to move on and I’m going to let you move on. If
you saw the video today, then you know I walk across
the screen twice. I know it’s not your fault, but I was
violated too. My naked body is probably being looked 
at right now by  some sixty-year-old  pervert. I know
you probably don’t care either because that’s my fault
too. I’m devastated by this for both of us. Mr. Hunter
said Tre will get kicked off the football team. And he
may even spend a few months in jail. It doesn’t make
up  for what he did  but it’s something.  Please keep 
seeing  your doctor Blaze.  And please don’t hate me
forever. Take care. Nikki.”

Thursday, August 29th



Chapter 21

Blaze counted down the minutes of his
seventh period class. He knew that coming back
to  school meant kids would point and laugh. 
Many of them not even caring that he could see
them.  But he knew he was going to get the last
laugh, so it no longer bothered him. Or at least he
told himself that it didn’t.

Keep laughing you morons.

It was one hundred and three degrees, but
he still wore his newly acquired black trench coat. 
It
was
his
way
of
paying
homage
to  what
happened
at
Columbine. 
And
he
needed
everyone to get used to seeing him wear it. That
way there’d be no cause for alarm at the football
game the following week. 

He’d checked the schedule and Kilwade
had two home games back to back. This week he
would do  some scouting and the next week he
would fulfill his destiny. 

Blaze had even worn his trench coat the
day before as he trekked through the woods. 
He’d measured
the
distance
from
where
he
would come up from under the bleachers to the
football field and set up targets where the players
usually stood in the woods.  More targets were
added at about where the student section would
be.  He practiced shooting repeatedly for almost
two hours. 

“Blaze, can you tell me what you wrote for
question number five?” Mrs. Langley asked.

“Uh, I don’t thinkI answered that one,” he
responded, totally caught off guard. 

She squinted at him and folded her arms.

The bell rang and everyone stood to leave. 

“Blaze can you stay behind please?”

A few of the kids jeered but most of them
just quietly left. 

Blaze sat back down in his chair. 

What now?

Mrs. Langley walked back to  Blaze’s seat
and sat down beside him.

“I have a  really busy afternoon,  Mrs. 
Langley.”

“Blaze, what’s going on?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Your  grades have taken a nose-dive the
last few weeks. And in class it’s like you’re not
even here. What’s up? You act like you don’t care
anymore and that’s a scary thought.”

“I just got a lot going on at home is all. I’m
fine.”

She shook her head. “Well you don’t seem
fine and you’re grades aren’t fine either. And
honestly you look like a skeleton.”

He tried not to show it on his face but in
two  weeks he’d be gone anyways.  So,  she was
right.  He really didn’t care about this grade or
any other.  And his food primarily consisted of
weed and beer.

But
the
last
thing he
needed was this
teacher making waves and getting him put on
some damn watch list. 

“I’m sorry Mrs. Langley. I’ll do better. I’m
sorry.  Do  you  have any extra credit work that I
can do?”

She stared hard at him, not really believing
that he was sincere.  But the kid was asking for
extra credit. 

She sighed. “Blaze, you know that I don’t
like giving out extra credit. It’s not really fair to 
the students that have been trying really hard.”

“I know. But I’ve never asked before, have
I?”

This was too easy, he thought. 

“Okay but just this one time,  you 
understand?” She smiled. 

He nodded. 

“Tomorrow I’ll have a  packet ready for
you.  Now get out of here and work on fixing
things at home.”

“Thank you.”

He stood up and walked out, not looking
back. 

Mrs. Langley had been teaching for nearly
thirty years. She’d seen and heard it all. And she
knew
a  sincere
apology and change
of
heart
when she saw one. And the one she just saw from
Blaze was the exact opposite. But what could she
do?

At least he’d been honest with her about
things being a mess at home.  It was more than
she’d gotten out of most students. 

Blaze had never been a huge talker in class
but now he seemed even more withdrawn and
isolated. 

She’dlost a teenagedbrother to depression
when he’dtaken his own life. She was twelve and
he
was sixteen.  Her parents had never really
shared many details. His suicide was one of the
main reasons that she had started teaching.  She
wanted to try and help guide and be a role model
for young people. 

Blaze hadn’t given her any reason to 
believe that he was suicidal,  but she would no 
doubt keep a closer eye on him over the next few
weeks. 

The number of students that pointed at
him or tried to pretend they weren’t had dropped
off considerably. But there were still a few. Blaze
just smiled at them and made a mental note. 

He stumbled as someone shoved him from
behind.  He turned around to  find Tre’s bestie, 
Wayne, along with three other football players. 

Instinctively he put his hands up. “Listen I
don’t know what this is about, but I can’t get into 
any more trouble,” Blaze said.

The group of them looked at each other
and broke out in laughter.

Wayne’s eyebrows rose and he got serious. 
“We don’t give a damn what you can’t get into, 
punk.  Tre is kicked out of school because your 
stupid video. And off the football team. So your 
gonna pay!”

Mr.  Hunter
had
come
through
on
his
promise.  Blaze
smiled. He didn’t think ole’
Hunter had it in him. 

“Something funny, asshat?” Wayne yelled
getting in his face. 

Blaze stepped back.  “Your  face is funny. 
Outside of that, nah I don’t see anything funny.”

Wayne pretended to  turn away but then
he
quickly
lunged
at
Blaze.  Mark
suddenly
appeared and shoved him out of the way.  He
jumped between the two of them. 

“Hey bro, let’s get the hell out of here. You 
know you can’t get into any more trouble, Blaze.”

“Yeah, listen to your girlfriend,” one of the
other players yelled.

Mark squeezed Blaze’s arm tightly and
pulled him. “Blaze, let’s go bro. You don’t need
this shit. I’m serious.”

“This ain’t over punk!”  Wayne
yelled. 
“This ain’t over!”

Blaze knew that in a  few weeks none of
this would matter. But being kicked out of school
meant that he couldn’t attend the football games
or
practices.  And
if
his
plan
was
going
to 
succeed, he’d need to attend both.

“What the hell happened back there?” 
Mark asked.

They walked towards the back parking lot
where they both parked every day.

Blaze said nothing. 

“Hey,  what the hell happened back
there?”  Mark asked again,  this time more
agitated.

“I don’t know. They came out of nowhere. 
They’re mad because Tre is out of school and in
trouble. I guess they blame me – I don’t know.”

“What? So  they think it’s your  fault that
Tre’s dumbass leaked the video?”

“Maybe not, but they probably think that I
snitched and told Hunter.”

“Did you?”

“No.  Nikki had already told him before I
saw him.”

“Why don’t you just tell them that then?”

Blaze whipped his head around towards
Mark. 

“So they can turn their venom on her?”

“After what she did to  you? Who  cares
about her ass? Got what she deserved if you ask
me.”

“Yeah well, no one asked.”

“What’s up with you, bro?” Mark asked.

“Nothing.  But I’m not turning them on
Nikki. They’ll get what they got coming.”

“You  know someone is going to  get Tre
off,  right? His parents are too well connected. I
mean shit, maybe he’ll miss a game if that. Then
he’ll be back out there. Football rules everything
here. You know that.”

“Well football doesn’t rule me. And he’s
going to get what he’s got coming too. I hope he
does get off. I hope he does get to play again next
week.”

Mark looked dumbfounded. Why the hell
would Blaze want him to play again?

Blaze opened his car and hopped in.  “I
gotta run bro. I’m late for work.”

He slammed the door before Mark could
respond.

Blaze
took off
but
had no  intention of
leaving the field.  He didn’t want to  let Mark
know
his
plans. 
He
drove
around
the
neighborhood behind the school and parked. The
players would need time to  change into  their
uniforms and it would also  give Mark enough
time to leave.

Fifteen minutes later, Blaze cranked his car
back up and drove back to the parking lot beside
the football field.  There were lines and rows of
players
going
through
some
type
of
team
warmup. 

He
parked and walked to  the
stadium
entrance. It was about one hundred yards to the
field. Far enough where no one would recognize
him. To his right was a ticket booth and a threewindow concession stand. 

There were sixty-two steps from the ticket
booth to the end of the concession stand. 

To  his
immediate
left
were
Three
of
them:  men,  women
and
restroom. 

restrooms. 
a  family

To the right of the restrooms and in front
of him were the bleachers.  He saw something
interesting and squinted his eyes to try and make
it out.  About forty yards ahead there was some
type of storage area that was sectioned off with a 
chain link fence. 

Blaze looked around but saw nobody else. 
Beside the storage area  was a walkway into the
stands. He stared into the storage area. A few old
tackle dummies, a handful of hurdles and maybe
a handful of foldup chairs. 

This old storage area was right next to the
bleachers,  hidden and would be easy to  get in
and
out
of
without
drawing much
attention. 
Especially
when
the
stadium
was filled with
loud, rabid, football fans.

He smiled and eased closer to the ragged
storage
area.  The
AR-15s that he planned on
using could easily be broken down and snuck in
piece by piece.

He walked over and took a closer look at
the
lock on
the
gate.  He
reached down
and
rubbed a layer of dust off. The lock hadn’t been
touched in years probably. And it was unlocked. 
Even better. 

Blaze turned his attention to  the practice
field. Outside of a few students and a handful of
parents,  no  one else was there. No security. No 
cops. No teachers. No one that would notice that
he would start to show up day after day and put
everything he needed into the storage area. 

To  anyone who  saw him he’d just be
another spectator taking in practice. Not an artist
planning
out
his
masterpiece.  Not
an
angry
teenager wanting to get even with everyone. 

He turned to his right and walked towards
the bleachers. A smile flashed across his face. He
was really going to do this. He was really going
to show those assholes that thought making fun
of people was cool, that it wasn’t. He was finally
going to  get the last laugh.  He didn’t want to 
admit it, but he would also finally stop the pain. 

The sound of football pads colliding into 
each other echoed loudly in the stands.  As he
stood at the top  of the steps he could see clearly
out onto  the football field.  The student section
which he sat in with Nikki was directly to  his
right. From here he’d be able to target both the
students that had terrorized him and the players
that had made his life a living hell. 

He thought back to the game he attended
and tried to  remember where the officers had
been but he couldn’t be sure. He knew there’d be
several on the field and he also knew the moment
they heard gunfire what would happen.  They
would find him and…

Blaze
made
his
way
back
down
the
bleachers and walked through the rest of the
stadium.  He wanted to  check all the entrances
and exits. It would all go down so fast when the
shooting started that he probably wouldn’t have
to worry about the exits. There were a few that he
wanted to punish, such as Tre and Wayne. They
were at the top of his list. Anyone else in the way
would be a bonus.

As he reached the edge of the bleachers, he
heard a  voice.  Was someone calling him?
He
turned around and about fifty yards away he saw
him. Tre Johnson. And he was headed his way fast.

The last thing he needed was an encounter
here.  He
turned
and
quickly headed for
the
stadium exit. If he wasn’t careful, being seen here
now could ruin everything.

As he
reached the
gate he turned and
looked back. Tre and now a few others were still
following and closing in on him. 

Blaze tried to  walk a  little faster,  but he
didn’t want to make it seem like he was running. 
He walked as fast as could.

“Hey punk,  I know you  heard me!”  Tre
yelled, clearly much closer now. But Blaze didn’t
stop.  He reached into  his pocket,  took out his
keys and clicked his doors to unlock. 

The footsteps behind him were hitting the
pavement hard and fast. They were running after
him now.

Blaze turned his fast walk into a slow jog
and reached out to grab the door handle. Just as
his hand touched the door,  someone slammed
into him.

He crashed into the car and felt a surge of
pain down his face. A hand landed hard behind
his head and slammed his face into the car. 

“Argh!” He yelled.

“That’s for getting me kicked off the team
you piece of shit!” Tre bellowed.

He winced as he felt a  punch land hard
into his lower back. Blaze fell to the ground and
balled up  in the fetal position. Maybe if he laid
there and gave up, they’d just leave him alone. 
Maybe this would all end sooner.

“Get up and fight me!” Tre yelled.

Blaze peeked between his fingers.  There
were at least five of them and they had him
surrounded.

Pain shot through his body as someone
kicked his back.  He covered his face again with
his hands. A second later a kick smashed into his
hands and face,  followed by three or four more
kicks. Then he felts kicks all over. The back of his
head, his back and legs too.

Tre put a  hand in the air signaling for
everyone to stop.

“I told you  to  stay out of my goddamn
way, Rockband,” Tre said.

Blaze could feel blood rolling down his
face, but he tried hard not to move.

“Hey!” A voice called from a distance.

Blaze heard feet start to scatter – they were
running.  Someone,  presumably a  teacher,  had
saved him.

He felt another kick smash into  his face. 
“You better pray I get back on the team for next
week’s game,” Tre said. Then he took off running
too. 

“Stop!” The voice called now much closer
than before. 

It was Mrs. Roque, the cheerleading coach. 

She knelt and pushed Blaze’s hands away
from his face.

“Oh my God. Who were those boys?”

Blaze opened his eyes but said nothing.

“We need to get you to the trainers. Your 
face is pretty banged up. Do you know who those
boys were?”

He shook his head.

“Don’t try to  move. Just lay here and I’ll
call someone to help,” she said.

Two  seconds later he tried to  sit up.  His
head was pounding and it felt like his nose may
be broken. The concrete where he’d been laying
was covered in blood. 

“You  boys are so  hard-headed,” she said
putting her hand on his shoulder.  “You  don’t
need to  move until the trainers check you  out. 
You took quite the beating.”

“I’ll be fine. Not the first time I’ve been in
a fight.”

“That wasn’t a fight. It was a gang of thugs
beating up one kid.”

Blaze was sitting up  now.  He shook his
head back and forth to try and get the cobwebs
out. He was dizzy and lightheaded. 

And then he was angry. He hadn’t gotten
a good look at the other boys, so he wasn’t sure
who they were. 

The trainers cleaned up  his cuts,  applied
some ointments and a few bandages. 

“You’ll be all better in a few days,” one of
them said. “You may want to get checked out –
could have a broken bone in your face.”

“On the outside maybe I’m fine,”  Blaze
mumbled.  He
pushed
gently
on
his
face
to 
somehow tell if any of the bones in his face were
broken.

Mrs. Roque thought she’d heard him say
‘on the outside’ but she was uncertain. “Did you 
say something, Blaze?”

He shook his head. “No ma’am, I’m fine. 
Thanks for the help.”

“We should tell the principal and call the
campus police,” Mrs. Roque said.

“No.  It’s okay.  Like I said,  I’ll be fine.  I
don’t even know who did this.”

She could tell that what he really wanted
to do right now was leave more than anything. 

Blaze walked over to  his car,  threw it in
drive and sped off.

One of the assistant athletic directors was
heading her direction.

“Saw a bunch of commotion over here,” he
said.

“Uh yeah,  a  few kids jumped Blaze
Planter. Do you know him?”

“Hmm, I don’t believe so. Is the kid okay?
What the heck was the fight over?”

“He’ll be fine… took quite the beating
though. He never said what it was about.”

“Does he know who  they were? They
students here?”

“Said they jumped him from behind and
then he turtled up. So, he doesn’t have anything. 
I tried to get him to file a report, but he just jetted
off.”




Chapter 22

Blaze sat outside of Dr. Smyrl’s house and
watched.  His face hurt.  His face hurt badly. He
sat up  tall and looked in the rear-view mirror. 
Why hadn’t he just walked up to her front door
and told her what was on his mind? How long
was he going to just sit?

Or was this just a stupid idea all together?
He knew what she’d told him back at her
office – but maybe she changed her mind? Maybe
she was waiting on him,  hoping that he would
come by. And here he was.

It hadn’t been hard to  find her address. 
Five minutes on Google and voila. 

The Band-Aids on his face made it look
worse than it was. So one by one, he yanked them
off. 

Finally,  it was almost dark outside.  The
last thing he needed was a nosy neighbor seeing
him there. Or a stupid classmate. 

Slowly,  he pushed open the car door and
made his way to her doorstep. He looked around
both directions but saw no one. The street hadn’t
had much traffic the last thirty minutes. 

Blaze looked to  the right of Dr.  Smyrl’s
front door and noticed a doorbell cam. He tried to 
avoid looking into it and rang the doorbell. 

A
moment
later
he
heard
her
voice
through the camera.  “Blaze,  what happened to 
your face? Are you okay?”

He stared into the camera now. “I’m fine. I
fell down some stairs. Can we talk?”

It was late and usually Dr.  Smyrl didn’t
talk to patients this late unless it was dire. Maybe
this was.  But why hadn’t he called? And why
was he at her front door?

“Give me a  second to put a robe on. You 
do realize that it’s late Blaze?” 

He could hear the strain in her voice. “I
really need to talk,” he said softly.

A
few
minutes
later
the
door
slowly
opened.  “Well come in,”  she said and waived
him through.

Dr. Smyrl, nearly all six foot of her, stood
wearing not much more than a robe. And for the
first time he saw her with her hair down. It was
long,  blonde and shiny.  A lot longer than he’d
imagined. 

She stared at him with a  look of sadness
and a hint of anger. 

“Who did this to you?”

He paused. “I don’t know.”

She moved her hands to  her hips.  “So 
we’re going to  start off lying? Is that why you 
came?”

He shook his head.

“Okay Blaze, who did this and why?”

“I didn’t see them all. I was getting into 
my car and someone hit me from behind. Hard
enough to knock me down.”

“Come here with me,”  she said walking
into her living room.

She pointed to her love seat.

“If you’d been hit from behind you 
wouldn’t have all of those marks on your face.”

“I fell to the ground and covered up – just
like a little punk. Then I got kicked all over.”

“Did one person do this?”

“No. There was a group of them.”

“Not fighting a group of boys by yourself
doesn’t make you a punk, Blaze. And you didn’t
see any of them? Couldn’t make out one voice?”

He said nothing.

“Blaze?”

“Tre Johnson.  I was leaving the football
field and I saw him about fifty yards behind me. 
He called my name, but I kept walking. I don’t
know who the others were.”

She frowned. “What were you doing at the
football field? I thought you hated football. And
the players.”

He swallowed hard.  He hadn’t thought
this line of questioning out. 

“I don’t know… just walking around
killing time.”

“Killing time at the one place where you 
knew you wouldn’t be wanted? C’mon Blaze.”

“I’m allowed to be at a football field. That
isn’t illegal, is it?”

“Not illegal,  no,  but considering the
circumstances not very smart either,” she pointed
to his face.

Blaze leapt to his feet. “So it’s my fault that
I got beat up?”

“Sit down, Blaze. No one said that it’s your
fault. I said that it isn’t very smart to  hang out
where you aren’t wanted. How did you think it
would end?”

He said nothing.

“So why did you come here?”

“I want you to  stop seeing me. I want to 
get a new Dr. so…”

“So… what?”

“So  we can you  know… listen
I know
there’s something here,” he said sliding closer to 
her.

She smiled and then softly laughed.  Her
face reddened a little. “Whatever you think, I’m
sorry if I said something or –”

“Or what? What are you saying? That you 
don’t want to  be with me?”  His tone was stiff
now.

She had never been afraid of Blaze before
or even thought for a second that he might hurt
her. But now she was uncertain.

“Blaze,  you’re a  sweet kid.  But I would
lose my license and-”

“So, your license is worth more than being
with someone?”

“Blaze,  license or not I was just saying. 
This is many levels of inappropriate. I let you in
because,  well look at you.  I thought you  may
need help.  But I think you  need to  leave now. 
And I don’t want you to find another doctor but
this can’t happen again. You’re my patient and
I’m your doctor. That’s it.”

Suddenly
a  male
voice
boomed
from
upstairs.

Dr. Smyrl and Blaze locked eyes.

“I thought you’d be right back,” the voice
said now standing behind them in the doorway.

“Jesus buddy,  are you  okay?”  He  asked
Blaze.

“Who the hell is this?” Blaze asked.

“Blaze,  it’s none of your  business.  You 
need to leave now. I’m asking you nicely.”

“I thought this was a patient of yours?” 

Dr.  Smyrl got up  and moved toward her
boyfriend, Adam. “He is a patient. He had a few
questions but he’s leaving now.”

“So, this is why we can’t be together?”

“Be together? What the hell is he talking
about?” Adam asked.

She put a hand on his chest. “Honey, I’ll
explain later. Blaze, please don’t make me call the
police.”

“Call the cops?”  Blaze repeated now
walking towards them both. 

Dr. Smyrl stepped behind Adam.

“You heard her, kid. Show’s over.”

Blaze smiled at Adam then he winked. 
“Lucky man.”

He
slowly
walked
to 
the
door
then
stopped and took one last look back at Dr. Smyrl
and her boyfriend.  Blaze raised his hand and
made a  finger gun.  He pointed it at Adam and
pretended to shoot him. Then he smiled, turned
to leave and slammed the door behind him.




Chapter 23

Dr. Smyrl anxiously waited for the phone
to pick up. She, like most doctors, respected the
privilege she swore to  protect with her clients. 
But
this
was
something
more –
this
was
dangerous. Blaze was dangerous.

“Hello,” Steph said, fatigue in her voice.
“I’m sorry to bother you so late.”

“Dr. Smyrl?”

“Yes.  Have you
seen
Blaze
this

afternoon?”

“No.  He hasn’t been home yet – why?

You’re scaring me.”

Dr. Smyrl could hear the strain in her voice

now.

“He just left my house.”
“Your house?”

“He’d been in a fight at the high school. 

He said some boys jumped him. His face is beat

up pretty badly.”

Steph cried softly. “I don’t know what to 

do  anymore.  Should
I
keep  him
home
from

school?”

“He was pretty emotional.  I told you 

before and I’ll say it again now – I’m really

worried about him.”

Steph said nothing.

“There’s one other thing.”  She paused

before continuing.  “He also  asked me about

being with him.”

“Excuse me? Being with him? What do 

you mean?”

“Yes.  He wanted to  find another doctor

and for us to you know…”

“Why would he have said something like

that?”

“I don’t know,  but he really scared me

tonight.”

“I’m sorry. I will talk to him tonight. That

just doesn’t make any sense. I’ll call him now.”
“Honestly,  I don’t know if I should see

him anymore. But he needs help.”

“So, you’re quitting on him?”

“I don’t know what you want me to say. I

will recommend someone that I trust but-”
“But you’re still quitting on him?”
“He came to  my house,  he yelled at me

and threatened my boyfriend.”

“What? He threatened your  boyfriend?

What are you talking about?”

“After Blaze rang the doorbell, I looked at

my door camera to see who it was. It’s late and I

was in bed.  I told my boyfriend,  Adam that it

would only take a minute. Blaze and I talked for

more than a minute and Adam ended up coming

downstairs to  check on me.  Blaze immediately

got angry and began raising his voice. As he left, 

he held up  his hand like a  gun and aimed it at

Adam.”

Steph dropped her cell phone and cried

hard into her hands. 

“Hello?”  Dr.  Smyrl said.  “Are you  still

there?”

Finally, Steph picked the phone back up.
“I know this is a lot to handle. No parent

wants to  hear these kinds of things said about

their child. I am completely sympathetic towards

that but-”

“But I need to face the music?”

Dr. Smyrl sighed. “I’m afraid so.  Blaze is

dealing with some very deep  emotional scars. 

And now with all of the bullying at school…”
“What do you think I should do?”
“You  need to  access his phone and

computer.  Dig into  his social media  accounts. 

And…”

“And what?”

“The guns.  You  need to  take control of

them. Are they in a safe now?”

“Well no. That was something he and my

husband did together.  Honestly,  I don’t even

know how many he has or what kind of guns. Or

what my ex may have taken.”

Dr.  Smyrl wanted to  scold her but she

knew that wouldn’t help. She said nothing.
“I know what you’re thinking – that I’m a 

horrible mom.”

“No, I’m not thinking that at all. But I do 

think that you need to secure them now.”
“It’s not going to be that easy. Like I said, I

don’t even know what he has. He could give me

two  and say that was all.  You  really think he’d

hurt someone?”

“Hurt people hurt people.  It’s old and

tired but it’s true.”

Steph said nothing.

“Listen, it’s late.  I’ll call you  tomorrow

with a  recommendation on a new doctor. Good

luck with your talk tonight.”

Steph stared down at the phone. She was 

numb.

“Mom,  what’s wrong?”  Kevin said

creeping down the staircase.

She shook her head. “Nothing for you to 

be concerned with. You should go back to bed.”
Slowly
he
turned
around. 
He
knew

something
was
wrong. 
It
probably
had

something
to  do  with
his
brother
Blaze.  He

wanted to ask again but also didn’t want to push

it.

“Kevin,  do  you  know how many guns

Blaze has?”

He froze.  “No  clue mom.  I’m not really

into shooting and stuff so no, I really don’t know. 

Why?”

“I just know that he likes to  shoot but I

really have no idea about any of them. That’s all.”
That was a  very random question Kevin

thought.

“Goodnight, mom.”

“Goodnight.”

Steph crept up  the stairs and opened the

door to Blaze’s room.

She walked over to his bed and bent down

to look under it.

There were three or four gun cases that she

could see.  She reached under and dragged one

out.

Gently she popped the clips on the case

and opened it. She had no idea what kind of gun

she was looking at. It looked like a scary one like

she’d seen on television.

A tear rolled down one cheek. She reached

up and wiped it away. 

Then she reached into  the case and took

the gun out to hold it. It was a lot heavier than

she’d imagined it would be. There was a scope on

top. She held the gun up like she was shooting it

and looked through it. 

Suddenly she heard the front door open

and close. 

“Shit. Shit. Shit,” she said scrambling now

to put the gun back into its case. 

It had fallen closed and one of the locks

had clipped back into place. 

“Damnit.”

She fumbled with the case and then the

door sprang open.

Steph
looked up  and locked eyes with

Blaze. For a second neither of them moved.
She’d never seen so  much anger in his

eyes.

“Mom, what the f-,” he paused and took a 

deep  breathe.  “What the hell are you  doing in

here? And what are you doing with my gun?”
She looked down at the weapon, but she

said nothing.

“It doesn’t matter. Just put it down and get

the hell out. Now!” He yelled pointing out into 

the hallway.

She had some nerve coming into his room

and going through his things.

Steph closed her eyes and then popped

them open. “No. No, Blaze I’m not leaving. And

I’m taking these when I do  leave,”  she said

shaking the gun back forth.

Blaze walked over and yanked the AR-15 

from her hands. She tried to resist but it was no 

use. 

“Mom, get the hell out! And never come

into  my room again.  Don’t you  know what

privacy means?”

“This is my house, Blaze. I will go into any

room I please anytime I please.”

She
tried
to  sound
tough,  stern,  and

parental. But Blaze just smiled and then laughed.
“You’ve got to  be kidding me? I’ve been

taking
care
of
myself
for
as
long
as
I
can

remember.  I
wash
my
own
clothes,  pay
for

almost all of my own things. Name one motherly

thing you actually do for me?”

“Blaze, I do a lot for you!”

“Okay, name something. Anything.”
“I’m not going to play this game with you. 

I want all of the guns, Blaze.” She walked over to 
his computer. “Turn it on and unlock it.”
He smirked. “Yeah right. I bought that too. 
Every piece of it.”

“Now, Blaze.”

“I’ll make you  a  deal Stephanie. When I
die,  I’ll leave you  the password.  Then you  can
look at whatever you want.”

“I’m not leaving until you turn it on and
unlock it, Blaze.”

He pointed to  the bed.  “Well you  can
camp  out here with me.  You  don’t get to 
suddenly decide one day that now you’re going
to be a parent.”

She walked over to him and got right into 
his face. “You listen to me.”

Blaze took a  step  back.  “You  know
speaking of parents,  when had you  planned on
telling me about Richard?”

She felt a  lump  raise in her throat.  How
long had he known? How the hell had he found
out?

She stared down at the floor. 

“Nothing to say now huh, Stephanie? Like
I said, get the hell out of my room.”

“Stop calling me that.”

“Stephanie? Isn’t that your name?”

“My name is ‘mom’ to  you. Just like it’s
always been. I understand that you’re angry and
you  have every right to  be.  Hell,  I’m angry at
myself. But Blaze I’d plan-”

“Just stop.  You  planned on telling me
when? When I turned fifty? Random boy at a 
party,  huh? Makes sense why you  hadn’t told
me.”

“It wasn’t like that.”

“It was exactly like that.  Did you  know
him before the party? No.  You  met him that
night,  screwed
his
brains
out
and
ended up 
pregnant.  That’s pretty random.  Geesh. I’ve
never even been that stupid, Stephanie.”

This sure as hell wasn’t the way she’d
played this conversation out in her mind. 

Blaze snapped the locks open on his AR-15
case and sat the gun inside. Then he pushed the
case and the others back under the bed. 

“I’m tired,”  he said pointing to  his face. 
“And as you can see, I’ve had a  rough day. So, 
when you  get finished standing there trying to 
figure out how we got here, close the door behind
yourself.”

He’d made his point, but she was finished
listening to him pretend to be holier than thou.

“Blaze you’re not perfect you know. I’m 
doing the best I can. I’ve always done the best I
could.”

“Doing the best you can? And sure, turn it
around on me. It’s always my fault, right? I guess
you banging a stranger was my fault too – right?”

She pointed to  his face. “Who did this to 
you?”

“Doesn’t matter. What’s done is done. And
what will be done is done too.”

“Dr. Smyrl called.”

He shrugged. “I don’t care.”

“She told me that you went to see her.”
“I did. And?”

“And well, what happened?”

“I don’t doubt that she told you  exactly
what happened.”

“She wants to  recommend a new doctor. 
She said you scared her Blaze.”

“I’m not getting a  new doctor because I
don’t need a  doctor.  I don’t need help. I don’t
need to  lay on someone’s couch and tell them
how I feel. Not her – not anyone.”

Steph crashed down to her knees in front
of him. “Blaze you need help. You need to talk to 
someone. We need to figure this thing out.”

His eyes widened. “No. No. Do you know
what I need? Do you?” He yelled.

“What Blaze? What do you need?”

“I needed a mother, I needed to know my
real dad was out there, I needed a girlfriend that
was loyal to  me,  and I needed the kids kicking
my ass every day to  stop.  Are
you  going to 
leave?” He stood up. “If you aren’t leaving then I
am.” He walked over and picked up his car keys. 

She stood and put her hand on his chest. 
“No. I’ll go. I don’t want you to leave again. Get
some rest and we’ll talk again in the morning. 
Okay?”

Blaze tossed his keys back onto the table. 
“Whatever.”

His cell phone buzzed. It was a text from
Mark asking him to call.

Blaze
managed
a  small
smile.  Out
of
everything
that
was
wrong,  Mark
and
his
friendship had always been right.

Steph moved to the doorway. “I love you 
Blaze. From the first time I held you in my arms
until right now. I may not have always made the
right moves, but I have always loved you. We can
fix this.  If you’re still breathing,  you  can fix
anything. Good night.”

She stood there a  second waiting for a 
response.  But
he
just
laid
there.  Finally,  she
walked out into the hallway and closed the door
behind her. 

Then she slid down onto the floor outside
his room and cried herself to sleep. 

Friday, Aug 30th




Chapter 24

Blaze
It wasn’t even five a.m. and I was already
wide awake. Every inch of my face hurt. I looked
at it in the mirror and frowned. Damn. I’d really
taken a  beating.  In a  few hours it wouldn’t
matter. 

Originally,  I’d planned on ending
everything next week.  But I can’t take another
week.  Another week of lies,  another week of
rejection. Another week of being kicked around. 
Another week of arguing with Stephanie. 

My eyes watered and I wiped them.  No 
time for that now. 

I walked over to the window and peeked
out – it was still pitch-black outside. 

Why did people
leave
behind notes to 
their loved ones? I’d never thought about it
before. But everyone needed to know why I did
this.  There would still be questions and at least
this would answer a few. 

I took out a  pen and note pad, uncertain
on where to even start. How much should I say
and how much should I let remain a mystery?

Twenty minutes later I finished.  I read it
over twice then laid it neatly on my made bed. 

Both of my 9mm handguns were on my
dresser.  I picked each of them up  and stuffed
them into my ammo bag. My hands were sweaty,
I wiped them on my pants. 

Next,  I
got
down
onto  my
knees and
reached under my bed to  get my two  AR-15 
cases.  I opened one of the cases and broke the
weapon down stuffing it carefully into my bag. 
Then I did the same with the second. 

There’d been no metal detectorsat the gate
the
week
before.  And I’d seen others with
backpacks being allowed into the game. 

I slid the empty cases back under the bed
and walked towards my door. I stopped when I
reached it and turned to take one last look back. 
Even though I’d decided this was it, there was
nothing easy about what I was going to do. It was
final.  There was no  second chance,  no  coming
back from this.

I took a deep breath. 

My phone buzzed. It was a text from Mark
asking why I didn’t call. He’d sent it at midnight.

I smiled but then frowned.  Mark wasn’t
going to take this well. I hated doing this to him. 
But no matter how hard he tries he can’t keep me
from hurting.  No  one can help  take the pain
away.

Mark
would
be
one
of
the
few
that
I
missed.  He understood me better than anyone. 
And he cared to  listen when I wanted to  talk. 
Maybe I should have told him more? Maybe I
should have told him what I’d planned on doing?
He would have done everything in his power to 
keep  me from doing this.  Deep  down, that was
exactly why I hadn’t told him.

I closed the door to  my room.  After the
argument last night Stephanie probably wouldn’t
go back in until after it was done. I didn’t need to
worry about her finding my letter too soon.

There’d be no  school for me today. They
wouldn’t get another chance to make fun of me. 
To  mock me.  To  tell me how stupid I am.  No. 
Today was my day.

I quietly disabled the alarm and snuck out
of the house. The street was still. It was early so 
everyone was still probably fast asleep.

The high school was only seven minutes
from my house. I could get there in plenty of time
to  hide my bag in the storage area  under the
bleachers.

I climbed into  my car and thought about
what I should do. If they tried to check my bag
going into the stadium I’d be screwed. But taking
the bag now was also a risk. 

What if someone was already at the school
and somehow saw me? Which was the lesser
risk?

I decided I’d wear my backpack right
through the front gate. If they attempted to check
my bag I’d just turn and leave. I’d act like I’d left
something in my car. They couldn’t stop me from
leaving. 

I thought twice about Stephanie possibly
going into my room and finding my letter before
it was time. She was usually up by six thirty and
to my room by six forty-five. If I didn’t respond
she’d have to open my door. I typed up a text to 
send her,  letting her know that I was already
gone. 

I pulled out of the driveway and headed
back for the woods. It was the only place where I
felt I could be myself.  Outside of Mark,  those
woods knew more about me than anyone. It was
the only place where I’d for sure be alone until
the game.

Twenty minutes later I was at the entrance
of the woods. I put the car in park. The sun was
finally starting to come up. 

I set my phone on the dash and put a box
of ammo behind it to prop it up. 

I clicked open the camera  app  and then
turned on the video. I took a deep breath and hit
record. 

“What’s up  bro? I know you’re going to 
hate me for this for a long time and I’m sorry. Just
know that you were the one good thing that I had
left. You were always there for me bro. I’ve been
hurting for a  long time,  man – and – and I just
don’t want to  feel anymore.  I know that you 
won’t be able to understand that and it’s okay if
you’re mad at me for a while for leaving like this
and well doing what I’m going to  do.  But they
gotta pay man. They gotta pay for torturing me. I
can see the smug look on their faces now. I’m
going to fix that though. I’m not a bad person –
you  know that.  But you  can only take so  much
and I’m done taking. I’ve been taking everyone’s
shit for a long time. I’m tired of having to look
over my shoulders.  They point and try to  do  it
slyly,  but I hear the snickers.  And I’m not as
strong as you – I can’t just ignore them anymore. 
And I don’t want them to  pick on anyone else. 
And after today, they won’t. I don’t have much
more to  say.  Find you  a  good wife and get the
hell out of Kilwade bro. I’ll check in from time to 
time. You better believe that. I love you bro.”

Several tears fell onto my phone.

I pushed the stop  button on the video.  I
created a  text message to  Mark and added the
video – I’d send it to him right before I went into 
the stadium.

My eyes were still full of tears but I didn’t
even bother to wipe them away. I wiped my nose
on my shirt.

I turned the car off and popped the trunk
open. My fishing rods were back there. There was
a whole day ahead of me before I hit the football
game. A good day for fishing. 

I grabbed two poles and my tackle box. 

This
man-made
lake
had
been
stocked
with bass, trout, perch and flounder. There was a 
fifty-yard pier that I loved fishing from.  And a 
kayak hidden in the bushes where Mark and I
had left it. 

I walked over to  the pier,  set one pole
down and cast the other out into the water. After
I tightened the line, I sat it in a pole holder. Then
I picked up  the other pole and cast it out a few
feet away from the first line. 

I opened my folding chair and plopped
down in it. The sun was up now but it wasn’t hot
yet.  As far as I could see across the lake it was
still. 

My eyes snapped open as the sound of my
reel being yanked awakened me.  I grabbed my
cell phone to see how long I’d been out. Nearly
two  hours.  I
quickly picked up  the
line
and
pulled up  on it hard.  But whatever had bit was
long gone now.  I cast the line back out into the
lake and re-anchored the pole. 

I picked up  my phone and went to  my
Snapchat app and watched a few people’s stories. 
Then I opened Twitter and scrolled through it. It
was weird to think that this was probably my last
time scrolling through my Twitter feed. 

My body froze as I scrolled down to  the
next video. It was a video of me getting my face
kicked in. They’d blocked their faces in the video 

– probably so  they wouldn’t get into  trouble at
school. The video had gotten thousands of views
already.  People enjoyed watching other people
get humiliated. But why?

Stupidly,  I
began
reading
through
the
comments. 

Look at that little bitch.

My dead granny fights better than him.

What a coward – at least go down swinging.

Why ya’ll picking on a girl?

Punk ass white boy.

There were almost a thousand comments
and over
five hundred thousand likes on the
video. I closed the app and jammed my phone in
my pocket. 

I gritted my teeth together then smashed a
fist into the pier.  My hand pulsed with pain from
hitting the wood.

All this shit with Nikki,  my parents and
this Richard Bailey calling me suddenly was a lot. 
But the beef with Tre and everything that came
with it…

I thought back to the day it all started six
months before.  We’d separated into  teams in
English to  play a  game incorporating questions
from our lessons to prepare us for an upcoming
test.  Tre and I were both team captains for our 
respective teams. Which meant every time we got
an answer right, we got to shoot a basket into a 
stupid Nerf goal hanging on the white board. It
was
the
only
way
you  could
score
a  point. 
Getting the question right gave you a chance to 
shoot for a point. The score was nine to nine with
the next one to make a basket being the winner. 
Tre’s team had gotten three questions in a row
correct, but he’d missed the shots after to seal the
win. Finally, we answered one right. I made the
shot and my team won. Before that game, I didn’t
know if I’d ever touched a  basketball or shot
anything but a gun. The kids on both teams had
been sure to  let me know I looked like it. They
laughed at how un-athletic I was. But somehow
there I was tied with Tre and with the chance to 
win. The kids had all turned on Tre. How could
he have let this punk/geek keep  the score so 
close? Maybe Tre wasn’t as good of an athlete as
they thought? Maybe Blaze should come be the
QB for the football team too? Wayne had turned
to him and said, “If you let this scrub beat you – I 
may have to disown you bro.” It was all fun and
games, but Tre had had enough. He stared at me
hard and if I hadn’t known any better, he was
daring me to make it. I’d actually thought about
missing
and
looking
back,  I
probably should
have.  But I didn’t miss.  The shot went in,  my
team went crazy. They hugged me and acted like
we’d just won the NBA title. Tre’s team heckled
and teased him. Finally, the teacher made them
stop but it was too late. He sent me a text after the
bell rang that read, you’re going  to pay  for that
faggot. I wasn’t sure how he’d even gotten my
number.  I didn’t respond.  I really didn’t know
what to say. I was happy that we’d won – it felt
good.  But at what cost? He spent the next few
weeks ramping up the taunts and bullying until
he
had the
entire
football team and half the
school joining in. It felt like he’d spent all night
coming up with new ways to taunt me every day. 
Week after week – month after month with no 
end in sight, they bullied me.

The line on my reel snapped tight again. I
stood up  and pulled up  on it hard.  This time
there was something pretty strong on the line. 
After a two-minute battle I landed a huge bass. I
held him up and took a quick selfie with it before
releasing it back into the lake.

My phone rang.  It was Mark.  I’d been
dodging his texts, so I figured I’d take this call. I
wanted to hear his voice one last time.

“Hey bro,  sorry I hadn’t called you back. 
Been a hectic few days.”

“Yeah man, what the hell?”

“I know. I know I suck.”

“Where are you? You’re not here?”

I didn’t know what to say so I just stayed
silent.

“Blaze?”

“Just needed a break. I’m at the lake but-”

“Great. I’m skipping sixth and seventh, so 
I’ll be there in about fifteen minutes.”

“Uh, I gotta work.”

He had to know that I was off today. We
were supposed to come to the lake together later
on. 

“Did they just call you  in? Thought you 
were off? And we were supposed to-”

“Uh, yeah I was. Someone called in.”

I hated lying to  Mark but I couldn’t risk
him showing up at the lake.

“Okay, well what time do  you go in? I’ll
come up there for a bit.”

“Two to close.”

“Okay, I’ll head up around nine.”

“That sounds good bro.  What
are
you 
about to get into now?”

“Got something I gotta do tonight.”

“Sounds sinister, Mr. Creepy guy.”

“As a matter of fact, it will be,” Mark said
laughing.

“Yeah right. Okay bro, I’ll see you later.”

“Yes sir.”

“Take care of yourself,”  I said before
hanging up  the phone.  I felt my eyes watering
up.  Mark didn’t deserve his best friend leaving
like
this.  But I didn’t see another way.  Deep 
down he had to know this was coming too. It had
probably been something that he didn’t want to 
believe. 

I looked down at the time on the phone. I
knew
I only had a  few hours left before the
football game would begin.  I rubbed my hands
together and realized they were sweating again. 
I’d been so sure about what I was going to do but
now I was suddenly nervous.  Could I bounce
back after everything that’d happened? Or had
my life been reduced to being nothing but a giant
laughing stock?

My phone dinged this time with a message
from Stephanie.

Mr. Hunter called me said you’re not at school. 
Where are you Blaze?

I didn’t bother texting her back. 

A few seconds later I got another text. This
time it was from John. 

I owe you an apology for treating you the way I
did  at the jail the other day. Your mother texted me
about some of the things going on – can we talk?

Now
he
wants
to 
talk?
How
about
wanting to  talk before he walked out on the
family? Whatever.  I mean he isn’t my real dad
anyways, right?

What happened  to talking  before you ran out
on us?

What do you want me to say  Blaze?  Yeah,  I
screwed that up too.

Doesn’t matter anymore. I’ve got a plan to fix 
it all John.

And what might that be?

This conversation was over too. I put the
phone in sleep mode and tossed it into my chair. 

I stared out into  the calmness of the lake
and took a  deep  relaxing breath.  I held it for a 
long time before exhaling slowly. 

My
car
was about
forty yards away.  I 
wouldn’t need the rods and reels anymore, so I
left them behind. I walked slowly back to my car, 
kicking rocks as I went. The seats were hot. Texas
heat was no  joke.  I started the car and cranked
the A/C on high.

As I drove along, I took a second and third
look at the town that I’d grown up  in.  Nearly
every business had a  sign or banner about the
football
team.  It was literally football or bust
here.  

I pulled into the back high school parking
lot towards the rear so  I wouldn’t be seen. The
band was still on the practice field warming up. 
There were a  handful of football players already
on the field too. 

I wiped my hands on my pants because I
could feel them sweating again.  My heart was
pounding in my chest. Despite the A/C being on
sweat rolled down my face. 

My
phone
dinged.
I
had
a 
Twitter
notification. Someone had tagged me in the video 
of me getting a beat down. How nice of them. 

I commented,  my  next video will get more
views – I promise.

Two minutes later people were responding
to my comment.

You’ll never top this video loser.

I’d love to see it.

Who’s gonna beat you up next time – midgets?

I didn’t respond to  any of them.  Soon
enough they’d all know. 

Inside my bag was a pair of binoculars that
I’d brought. I took them out and raised them to 
my face. 

Behind the fieldhouse was a group of three
or four people huddled together. I zoomed in on
them. Mr. Hunter was tall. Almost six foot six, so 
if he was around you  could very easily tell if it
was him.  Our head football coach was probably
pushing three hundred pounds, so he was pretty
easy to spot too. Then there was a player and one
other person that I couldn’t identify. 

I zoomed in further to  see who  else was
with them. Hunter’s hands flailed up and down. 
He was clearly unhappy about something.  But
what? Finally,  I made out the player who  was
already suited to  play.  It was Tre.  Tre Johnson. 
My blood boiled.  Now Hunter’s flailing made
sense. Someone had obviously lobbied for him to 
play. So much for being out and suspended from
school.  So  much for being held accountable for
humiliating me. Welcome to Kilwade. 

I couldn’t believe they were actually going
to  let him play.  After what he’d done to  me. I
tried to hold the binoculars steady, but my hands
were shaking. I was pissed. If I’d had any second
thoughts,  they were gone now.  This had to  be
done.  A
few
seconds
later
Coach
Oberson
slapped Tre on the ass and he trotted out onto the
field.  The
three
adults
stayed
behind,  still
huddled up  behind the fieldhouse.  I tossed the
binoculars across the car and slammed my hands
into the steering wheel. 

I looked over at the stadium scoreboard. 
There was about ten minutes before kickoff now. 
I didn’t want to walk in without a crowd. There
was more risk of me being stopped about my
backpack.

I
drove
over
to  the
main
parking
lot, 
turned the car off and took a deep breath.

I slipped on my trench coat and threw my
backpack on. 

As I walked towards the stadium I put on
a pair of sunglasses and a baseball cap. I didn’t
want anyone to recognize me.

I felt my phone vibrating in my pocket. 
Mark again.

About to  do  that thing I told you  about
earlier. Can’t wait to tell you about it.

What the hell was he talking about?

When
I
got
a  few feet from the ticket
booth, I already had my money in hand. 

“One?” the lady asked.

I nodded and she handed me one ticket.

Next,  I walked towards the gate.  There
was a cop, but he was only interested in watching
the player’s warmup. 

The line was about ten deep to enter the
stadium.  I hoped I could get by him before he
spotted me.

I
handed
my
ticket
to 
the
woman
collecting
them
and
waltzed
in.  They’d just
finished the Star Spangled Banner and the teams
were going onto the field to start the game.

My
heart
pounded
hard.  It
felt
like
everyone was watching me. Like they knew why
I was there.

I walked under the bleachers where I’d
been the day before beside the storage area. There
were people everywhere,  but no one seemed to 
be paying much attention to  me.  In less than a 
minute
I
had both
AR-15s together
with
the
magazines loaded into each one. 

I took out my phone and sent Mark the
video  message that I’d recorded for him.  Then
my phone rang. Mark couldn’t have watched the
video so quickly. 

It was my mother calling – urgent.  Shit. 
Shit. She must have found my letter. I declined
the call and text her back with a custom message

– too late.

“Hey!”  a  voice boomed.  It sounded cop 
like.  I slowly turned around.  I had both AR-15s
hidden under my coat. 

“Yes sir?”

“What are you doing over there?” the cop 
asked.

Shit.

“Uh my phone fell from the bleachers,” I
lied looking at the bleachers above me.

The cop  looked up and then back at me. 
“Okay well hurry up and move along.”

I
nodded
and
the
cop  turned to  walk
away. My heart was beating even faster now. The
phone
in
my
pocket
kept
ringing.  Then
I
remembered who  that cop  was – Redding.  The
one that had arrested me for fighting and let Tre
and Wayne go. I wanted to put two into his spine
but I didn’t. 

A
minute later an announcement came
over the PA. “Kilwade has taken a timeout on the
field.” I knew that I’d be able to get a bunch of
the players as they were huddled up. This is what
I’d spent hours practicingin the woods for. There
was nowhere for them to run. Nowhere for them
to hide. Now they would pay.

I walked up the bleachers and then looked
out onto the field. It didn’t take me long to spot
Tre and Wayne. This was it. 

I quickly looked left and right to see where
the nearest police officer was. There were three or
four  on the field and one manning the gate to 
access the field.  I knew I wouldn’t have much
time before they zeroed in on me and then it
would be over.  The student section to my right
was bustling with my peers.  It didn’t matter
which of them I got. I just wanted some of them. 
And they didn’t have to die. Just hurt – hurt the
way I had.  Kilwade would remember this day
forever.  The kids that had poked fun at me and
treated me like dirt,  they would remember the
name Blaze Planter until the day they died. These
heartless pieces of shit deserved what they had
coming. This was karma – I was karma.

I turned my attention back to the field and
eyed Tre and Wayne as they stood holding their
helmets in their hands. I flipped the safeties off
both weapons and slid them out from under my
coat.

In
a  wide
sweeping
motion,  I
started
shooting onto the field. The first shots hit Tre and
Wayne. I made certain of that. I saw them fall but
I
kept
aiming
at
them
both.  I
could
hear
screaming and yelling behind me. Chaos ensued. 
Over half the players had either fallen to  the
ground or I had mowed them down. Everything
was happening so  fast.  He’s got a gun,  I heard
someone yell. I was certain by now that the cops
to my right had guns drawn and were very close
to finding me. They could even be shooting at me
by now.

I spun around and aimed both guns into 
the student section and unleashed hell on the
stands.  I smiled as I watched them drop  and
blood spew into the air. “Run!” I yelled at them. 
The screams of fear and panic were music to my
ears. No one was laughing at me now. Blaze-thegeek was in control now.

Suddenly,  a  sharp  pain zipped through
my gut and then another into my right shoulder. 
The AR-15  in my right hand clattered onto  the
bleachers. This was it. I knew that it wouldn’t be
long now. But I’d gotten what I came for. Then
another
bullet
smashed
into  my
chest
and I
crashed hard to my knees. I had never been shot
before. It hurt – bad. I lay in the bleachers on my
back struggling to  breath.  I spit a  mouthful of
blood and then another. I strained to  take in a 
deep  breathe, but it was no  use.  And then the
sky turned black. For the first time in as long as I
could remember, I felt nothing. No pain. No fear. 
No  worry.  Nothing.  Honestly,  it felt good. One
last
moment
for
me,  and it
was pain
free.  I
smiled,  but I didn’t feel my face move. I could
still hear the screams all around me, but they
were softening. The noise continued to fade until
finally, I could hear nothing. Now I was free.
Friday, October 23rd




Chapter 25

Mr. Hunter looked down at the newspaper
clipping in front of him. It was the front page of
the Houston Chronicle dated August 24th.  The
headline read, The Kilwade Tragedy and there
was a picture of all twenty-one slain students and
a picture of the shooter – Blaze Planter. 

What came next was a small write up on
each student, including Blaze. 

Not
only had twenty-one
students lost
their young lives that day, but another sixteen
had been seriously injured. And of course, there
were many more with emotional scars that they
would carry their entire lives. 

Two weeks after the shooting, Mr. Hunter
had enrolled in counseling himself. He wanted to 
quit but his wife wouldn’t let him. And to  this
day,  despite hours and hours of counseling he
still blamed himself just as strongly for what’d
happened that fateful day in August. 

Why hadn’t he stopped the bullying
sooner? Why hadn’t he made an example out of
someone
like
he
was
going
to  do  with
Tre
Johnson long before then? Why had he caved to 
the pressure and let Tre play that night?

“Mr.  Hunter,  everyone is here and
waiting. It’s time,” his secretary leaned over and
whispered to him. 

He
had relived the
day over and over
again, more times than he could count. And now
as he sat staring at the eyes of the young people
that were lost. It replayed again.

He slowly dragged himself to his feet and
cleared his throat. “Thank you for joining us here
tonight,” he said and reached down to take a sip 
of water.

“Almost two months ago, our lives here at
Kilwade High were forever changed. A very sick
and hurting boy decided to  play God that day. 
He left behind a letter that I’m sure most of you, 
if
not
all
of
you,  have
read
by
now.  What
happened
here
at
Kilwade
was
a  senseless
tragedy
that
could
have
been
avoided.  That
should
have
been
avoided.  All
the
red flags
where there – all the warning signs. And sadly, 
we
all
looked
right
through
them –
myself
included.  Let
me
make
this
clear:  no  one
deserved to  die on August twenty-fourth.  But
many of us bear some responsibility for those
horrific events – again,  myself included.  As a 
result
of
that
horrendous
day,
the
school
administration
has created a  task force.  They
were assigned three main objectives. One, review
every call, text, email, conversation or any other
type
of
communication
between
any
of
the
parties involved with the individual responsible
that day.  Second, was to  devise safeguards and
protocols so that no one ever feels that way again
and if they did, we would know it ahead of time. 
Lastly, they were tasked with developing a more
effective school safety plan,  making it as robust
as humanly possible. As you’ve noticed, around
campus and during sporting events many things
have changed. For one, backpacks are no longer
allowed at games.  We’ve also  installed metal
detectors at the gates and received funding to 
install metal detectors on the main entrances and
exits to  the
school.  And we are now locking
secondary
exits
to  the
school
during
school
hours. Those are just a few of the changes. There
are many more to  come.  Kilwade is a  strong
community.  We’ve bounced back from floods, 
hurricanes – even the fire that burned down half
of our C wing three years ago. I am Kilwade born
and raised.  I love the people here and will do 
everything in my power to  keep  our  children
safe.  After
much
debate
we
have
voted
to 
continue our  football season.  Kilwade has three
games remaining on our schedule. We owe it to 
the seniors on this team to  go out and fight for
Kilwade.  To  go  out and fight for their fallen
brothers.  There will be added security,  but we
will not let fear control our lives. Members of the
team and students will wear black wristbands
tonight in honor of their classmates.  One of the
things that I am most proud of is the addition of
our  weekly student roundtables.  To  me,  this is
more important than all of the safety measures
combined.  Having you  students come in a  few
nights a  week to  meet with mentors and share
your  stories
with
other
students
is
going
to 
change this community.  We won’t wait until a 
student has reached his or her breaking point
before we’ve identified a problem.  This will be a 
safe zone where you  can talk without fear of
punishment
or
labels
or
judgement.  A
place
where
you  can
reveal
your  souls.  A
24-hour 
hotline number will be issued so  you can reach
out
at
any
time
you  need help.  We
will
be
available. We will put our time and attention to 
what we say we hold valuable – our youth. As I
said before, there will be many more changes to 
come. We are also working on opening the gym
Saturday
nights.  We
will
be
welcoming
all
students to attend. We’ll have games and movies
streaming.  It will be a  safe alternative to  beer,
parties and other unsupervised hangouts.  Our
task
force
will
continue
to 
monitor
the
effectiveness of the new programs and we will
tweak and make changes until we get it right. We
aren’t perfect but we are committed. We want to 
be a  beacon to  both Texas schools and schools
across the country. Our community has seen the
lowest of lows and now we vow to reach higher
than we ever have before.  We know that your 
hearts are still trying to heal and we want you to 
know that we are right there with you.  We’ll
walk hand in hand and we will overcome. We’ll
be stronger from this.  Again,  thank you  all for
being here this afternoon. Who would like to read
first?”

Epilogue
Steph Planter
– After her son’s death she started
a  national organization to  help  parents like her
cope with the loss of a child. She quit her job at
the
school
and now
travels across the nation
speaking to students.

John Planter– Reconnected with his son Kevin. 
He has no plans on returning home full-time.
Tre  Johnson
 –
Was
killed
during
the
school
shooting. His mother lost her battle with cancer
one month later.  His younger brother was then
put into the foster care system.

Wayne Kellerman
– Was killed during the school
shooting.
His
parents
are
suing
the
school
district.

Nikki Soron
– Underwent counseling, plans on
moving to California after high school to pursue
an acting career. 

Mark Kent
– Underwent counseling,  plans on
joining the Marines after high school to get out of
Kilwade. He is now home schooled.

A note from the author:
Writing this book has been both satisfying
and
disheartening.  Most
people
know
that
depression
in
the
United
States
has
reached
epidemic proportions. But many of us that have
not been directly affected may not realize just
how grave the situation may have become. The
numbers are simply staggering – and those mind
you  are reported numbers.  There are no  doubt
thousands more sufferers that deal with it alone
and remain in the shadows. 

About once every three minutes a  teenager in America takes his or her own life. Around
the world that number climbs to  about one a 
minute.  Kids spell love T-I-M-E and they will
find it somewhere. The internet, their cell phone –
maybe even a gang. We simply weren’t createdto
be
alone.  We
need deep  human
contact
and
relationships. 

A closer look into some of the numbers:
450 million people world-wide suffer from
some type of mental health condition.

1  in
5  adults will
suffer some form of
depression during their lifetime.

22%
of
teens suffer
from
some
sort
of
health disorder. 

70%
of
juveniles
in
the
justice
system
suffer from some sort of mental disorder. 
Over
50%
of
kids
report
feelings
of
loneliness. 

Loneliness increases the risks of mortality
by almost 30% - on rate with obesity.

Every 90 seconds an American is sexually
assaulted. 

1 out of 5 women have been the victim of
rape.

The cost of mental health worldwide is
almost 3 trillion dollars. Unfortunately there is a 
stigma  attached to  mental health sufferers that
makes those affected afraid to be open about their
condition.  They
are
often
depicted
as
being
overly
dangerous
in
movies
and
television –
which is a falsehood.  Mental health issues alone
aren’t the sole contributing factor to  one being
dangerous. 

So what are some ways we can help?

1.
Pay attention to  those around us.  Really
pay attention with the intent of trying to 
lend an ear if needed.

2.
Talk
with
a  parent,  loved
one,  or
an
administrator at your school if you notice
bullying. Don’t ignore it. 

3.
Encourage loved ones to  talk about their
feelings.  

Here are some additional resources:

http://www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org/

https://www.samhsa.gov/find-help/nationalhelpline

https://adaa.org/

https://www.dbsalliance.org/

https://www.rainn.org/articles/tips-talkingsurvivors-sexual-assault

https://victimconnect.org/learn/types-ofcrime/sexual-assault/

crime/sexual-assault/


coping-skills.aspx

Discussion questions (for students):
1.
Have  you ever witnessed someone  being bullied
through social media? (give  a few examples)

2.
Did you talk to that person about it?

3.
What advice did you offer them?

4. What advice could you offer them if you didn’t?

5.
Have  you ever been a victim of cyber-bullying or
bullying?

6.
How did you get the bullying to finally stop?
7.
Do
you
have  any
ideas  on
how
social
media
bullying can be monitored?

8. Do you watch videos  when it’s  clear someone  is 
being bullied? Why?

9.
Have you ever turned someone in for bullying?
10. Have you ever dealt with depression?

11. Who did you talk to about it?

12. Did you tell your parents how you felt?

13. Blaze  felt  like  his  mother lied to him because  she 
hadn’t  told him about  his  real dad. Have  you ever
felt this way about your parents?

14. Can you talk about  something they may have  kept 
from you that you found out?

15. Did you confront them about it?

16. What explanation did they give?

17. Like  Blaze’s  parents many of your parents may
have  gone  through a divorce. How did that  make 
you feel?

18. Did they talk to you about it?

19. Did you talk to anyone about it?

20. Have  you ever felt  like  everyone  would be  better
off if you were gone?

21. Did you talk to anyone about it?

22. If not, why didn’t  you talk to anyone about it?
23. What  are  some  of the  circumstances  that lead you
to feeling this way?

24. Do any of your friends  have  abusive  parents like 
Nikki’s  dad?

25. Did you talk with them about it?

26. Do you think Nikki started to see some of her dad’s 
behaviors  in Blaze?

27. Do any of your friends  live in a situation like Tre’s?
28. Are there  ways that you can help them?

29. Do you believe  Tre’s  environment  helped shape  his 
behavior? How?

30. After reading Tre’s  chapter and watching him
interact  with his  family do you believe  he  is  a bad
person? Why or why not?

31. Name  some  of the  ways  you’ve  noticed that  your
school is unsafe.

32. Whose  attention could you bring these  issues  to
for corrective action?

33. Have  there  been times  when you haven’t  felt  safe 
at school?

34. Do you feel students have  some  responsibility for
monitoring peer bullying? Why?

35. One  of the  themes  of the  novel were  the different 
groups  and clicks  and how they interacted. Do the 
different  groups  at your school bully each other?

36. In what  ways  are  you parents like  Blaze’ mom
Steph?

37. Are  there  groups  of students at  your school that 
conduct 
themselves 
like 
Tre 
and
his 
football
teammates?

What 
is 
your
strategy
in
dealing
with
them?
Avoidance? Inclusion?

38. How does  it  make  you feel when you see  other
students being bullied and harassed at  school or
on social media?

39. Most schools  now have  a zero tolerance  policy –
does  this  policy
need to be  reviewed? Should a
student  be  allowed
to
defend his/her person if
struck without being automatically expelled?

40. Have you ever bullied another student? If so why?

41. If you witness bullying do your parents want you to
get involved or mind your own business?

42. Do you help new students try to fit  in? Who has 
more  responsibility with helping integrate  the  new
student  or you? Why?

43. If Blaze  had been your friend and you’d come 
across the  plans  on his  computer what  would you
have done?

44. If someone  is  the victim of bullying would you be 
okay with letting them get revenge? Why?
45. At  school do you try to fit  in or stand out? Why?
Which is the right  thing to do?

46. When a student  breaks  a rule  is  discipline  handed
out  the  same  for
everyone?
(Without  naming
names) Give  an example  of where  you believe  it 
was unfair.

47. If
your
parents
try
to
keep
you
away
from
a
troubled friend what  should you do? After all they
are only trying to protect you – right?

48. Is your social media presence  who you really are?
49. Have 
you
ever
stopped
being
friends 
with
someone because you felt it hurt  your popularity?
50. Should parents teach their kids  to fight  back or to
tell a teacher?

51. After reading The  Kilwade  Tragedy in what  ways 
do you identify with any of the characters? In what 
ways do any of your friends?

52. At  parties  have  you ever been peer pressured into
drinking
more 
than
you
know
you
should?
(meaning you already felt drunk)

53. If you are  bullied or exposed in some  way do your
friends  expect  you to retaliate? What  would they
say to you if you told them you weren’t  going to?
54. Name  things  you have  been peer pressured into
doing.

55. Have  you or any of your friends  been victims  of
sexual assault?

56. Blaze  didn’t  have  a very good open line  of
communication with his  parents. Develop a list of
things  you need to discuss with your parents.

Here are a few resources for teens: 

https://evolvetreatment.com/blog/im-afraid-talkparents/

https://teenlineonline.org/

https://www.pbs.org/wnet/cryforhelp/featured/resourc
es-hotlines-and-web-sites-for-teens/11/

Discussion questions (for parents):
1.
 Blaze  didn’t  have  a very good open line  of
communication with his  parents. Develop a list
of things  you need to discuss with your teen.

2.
Are 
you
monitoring
their
social
media
accounts?

3.
Have  you talked to them about  how to handle 
being bullied?

4.
Are you sexually active?

5.
Have you had thoughts of suicide  or self-harm?

6.
Do
you feel
like  you can talk
to
me  about 
anything? Why? Or why not?

7.
Are you using alcohol or drugs?

Dig in ask the  tough questions! Here  are  some  additional
resources  for parents:

https://www.parenttoolkit.com/health-and

wellness/advice/mental-health/how-you-can-help-yourchild-after-they-ve-been-diagnosed-with-mental-illness
https://7mindsets.com/questions-to-ask-teens/

https://www.helpguide.org/articles/suicideprevention/suicide-prevention.htm

https://www.helpguide.org/articles/depression/parentsguide-to-teen-depression.htm

https://www.universalclass.com/articles/psychology/cop
ing-with-sexual-assault-as-a-parent-of-a-teenager.htm

https://dinnertablemba.com/questions-to-ask-teens/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/abcs-childpsychiatry/201804/100-questions-ask-your-teen-otherhow-was-school
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Chained Guilt

Prologue

It had taken me longer than I’d planned, 
but I’d finally tracked the bastard down; it now
appeared the odds were stacked in his favor.

“Detective David Porter!” 
The voice calling out had a strong Russian
accent.  I
knew
the
voice.  No  mistaking
it. 
Prodinov. I looked around and tried to figure out
which direction it had come from.  I obviously
had company in the dark, box-filled warehouse. 
It was late, and the temperature had continued to 
drop.  The inside of the building was as cold as
the outside.  My teeth chattered and my fingers
tingled in the subzero temperatures. This was one
element that definitely favored the Russians; they
were used to  the cold.  Houston was cold about
one month out of the year, but it was nothing like
this.  I
tried
temperature
Prodinov. 

to  block
out
the
bone-chilling
and
focus
on
zeroing
in
on

“So you come all the way to Russia to die?
For me to kill you like I did your brother? Didn’t
you  learn from his mistakes? He never saw me
coming,  but he should have.  You  are a  much
better detective than he was;  I’ll give you that. 
But you will die tonight. Shoot him down!”

Gunfire rang out across the warehouse. I 
dropped to  the
cold cement
floor
and rolled
behind a wall. I frowned, still unable to pinpoint
his location as he taunted me.  I was hit in the
shoulder,  losing blood fast as three Russian hit
men closed in on me. I had to figure out what my
next move was going to be. I should have known
Alexander
Prodinov
would
have
some
hired
goons
try to
take
me
out.  No  way would a 
coward like him let this be a one-on-one battle. 
But if he thought I had traveled all  the way to 
Russia  to  die,  he was sadly mistaken. I had also 
promised him when he took his last breath, I’d be
standing
over
his
cold, 
lifeless
body. 
My
“vacation,”
as
I’d
told
my
superiors, 
was
anything but.

“Revenge has a  way of making people
better at what they do. I’m a killer, Mister Porter, 
and a very good one. Unlike you, I do what I do 
for fun,  not for a  paycheck.  They’ve written
books about me, about my skills. When will you 
figure these things out? No matter how good you 
are,  you  lack the talent and the brains to  win
against me. I am simply better than you are.”

“I didn’t come here to die!” I shouted back
at him. “Death will come to one of us, I promise
you.”

The words had barely left my mouth when
another
barrage
of
gunfire
whizzed
past
my
head. Bullets ricocheted off several crates around
me.  I ducked behind one,  wincing as a  splinter
left a trail of heat across my cheekbone. I saw the
exit and, crouching now, focused my gaze on it. I
sprinted
for
the
door,  hoping I wouldn’t be
gunned down before I reached it.  Ignoring my
wounds,  ignoring the cold, I charged forward. I
heard the echo of footsteps behind me but knew I
couldn’t stop.

“Run,  Porter!” 
Prodinov
bellowed, 
laughing. 

With the trail of blood I left behind, I knew
I would be easy to track down come daylight or
flashlight. The only hope I had was the cover of
night
and
the
thick
Russian
forest
that
surrounded
the
warehouse
and
stretched
on
forever. 
It was a  bone-chilling fifteen degrees,
and my body wasn’t used to this type of weather, 
but losing myself in the woods was my only
hope. 

As I ran,  I heard animal sounds I didn’t
recognize. Every so often I made out a set of eyes
watching
me.  They could probably smell
the
blood and waited for me to  keel over so  they
could pounce on me. I stumbled, nearly tripping
over a  fallen tree branch in the eerie blackness.
Whether I died running or got shot down by
Prodinov’s goons, they’d never find me.

I heard voices,  too close for comfort, so I
dove for cover behind a  fallen tree stump  and
burrowed deeper into  the thick overhang of an
immense oak. Glancing over my shoulder, I was
relieved when no  flashlight beams cut through
the darkness.
They,  too,  navigated the woods
with the help of a quarter moon. They didn’t see
my tracks. 

“Track him down and put a bullet in his
head. Then bring his body to me,” Prodinov had
ordered his men.

I held my breath as they passed by me. My
heart pounded, keeping time with the throbbing
in my left arm. It was a relatively clean wound, in
and out, no broken bones, but I had no idea how
badly
I
was
bleeding.  No  time
to  create
a 
makeshift bandage,  even if I had the supplies. 
This couldn’t be the end for me.  Bleeding out
alone in the middle of Russia?

Suddenly I heard the low, fierce growl of a 
dog.  Its
eyes,
two  yellow
moons,
seemed to 
pierce my flesh as it looked at me. I could barely
make out its silhouette in the dark.  Maybe it
wasn’t a  dog but a  wolf.  I couldn’t be sure. 
Whatever it was, it sniffed and snorted like it had
just found its next meal. My only advantage was
my gun, which I’d already drawn. If I didn’t deal
with this soon—and quietly—the animal would
expose my hiding place, and we’d both end up 
dead anyway. 
I slipped the silencer onto  my
weapon, controlled my breathing, and pulled the
trigger. And like that, the beast was gone. 

I
left
my
dubious
shelter
and
ran
as
quickly as I could.  The snow, two  feet deep in
places, certainly didn’t offer the best conditions
for making a  clean getaway.  Breathing heavily, 
quickly growing weak and tired, I forced myself
on. Quitting wasn’t an option. All they had to do 
was hit
my tracks with the
flashlights,  and I
would be exposed. Finally, after what seemed an
hour  but was probably only minutes,  I saw a 
glow of light up  ahead.  As I crawled closer,  I
realized it was a small, dimly lit log cabin. I had
no  idea  who  the
owner
was,  but
this
was
probably my only chance of making it out of this
mess
alive.  I
rose
to  my
feet
and
staggered
through the woods, weaving my way through the
trees until I came to  the back door.  I banged
weakly on it.

“Help! Is anyone home? Someone please
help me! I’m an American police officer!”

I was hesitant about stating I was a police
officer—even worse, an American one. Attitudes
in
Russia 
could
go 
either
way
with
that
announcement.  It would either save my life or
ultimately seal my fate.

“Who’s there?” 

The voice was female, soft and motherly. 

“My name is David Porter! I’m an
American police officer,”  I explained,  catching
my breath. “Men are chasing me.  Please help!”

Seconds later, the door opened.

“Come.  Come in quickly,”  the woman
said, stepping back to let me in.

The
cabin
was
sparsely
furnished
and
quiet.  A fire burned in the fireplace,  producing
the only light in the room.

The woman,  probably in her late fifties, 
grabbed the straw broom leaning against the wall
beside
her
and went
out
to  sweep  my snow
tracks off her back porch. I watched intently from
the window,  leaning against the roughly-hewn
wood wall for support.

She returned and glanced warily at me, 
especially at the gun in my hand.

“You’re hurt,” she said.

Despite
my
gratitude,  I
had
to  know. 
“Why are you helping me?”

“How about a thank you, American?”

“I mean,  yeah, thanks,  but why are you 
risking your life to help me?”

Before she could respond,  the sound of
voices approaching caused me to  straighten in
alarm. A fist pounded on the door several times.  
Prodinov’s men. I glanced from the door to the
woman,  who  had placed a  finger over her lips, 
gesturing for me to remain silent.

“Shhh. I will take care of this.”

I was more than a  little nervous about
what was about to happen. She could easily turn
me over to the Russians. I made sure my gun was
ready to fire and waited. They may get me, but I
would take at least one of them with me. I wasn’t
afraid of dying,  but I was fearful that my wife
and daughters would have to  live without me
around to protect them.

The woman stepped toward the door and
opened
it
a  crack.  As a  part
of
my military
training, I had learned several languages, one of
them being Russian. 

“Excuse me,  ma’am,”  came a  gruff voice
from the other side.  “We are looking for an
escaped convict,  an American. 
Have you  seen
anyone or heard anything tonight?” 

She didn’t respond.  I was in trouble. 
Perhaps
she
was
pointing
or
whispering
something to  them. I couldn’t tell from where I
stood. Maybe she was afraid because the bastard
had told her I was an escaped convict. I couldn’t
be sure of anything.

“Ma’am,  have you  seen anyone out here
tonight?” 

The voice grew noticeably aggravated.

“No,”  she
replied.  “It’s been quiet all
night.  I haven’t heard a  thing or seen anyone. 
What does this American look like? Do you have
a  description? What is he wanted for?”  She
paused. “Should I be worried?”

“No  need for you to  worry yourself over
the details,” the man replied. “Do you mind if we
look around? It will only take a second.”

“Yes, I do  mind,  actually,”  she said.  “I 
have a sick father upstairs in the loft. I take care
of him, and I’d rather he not be disturbed. We are
letting the cold air into  my house.  As I said,  I 
have seen no  one! You  understand that, don’t
you?”

A
long
silence
ensued.  The
men
were
probably trying to figure out if they could believe
her or not. The moment of truth—my moment of
truth. 

I thought about waiting until the men left, 
but then I remembered Prodinov.  I should use
this chance to  show him what he had gotten
himself into.  I quietly slipped out the back door
and made my way around the side of the cabin, 
staying close to the structure and wary of casting
a telltale shadow in the wan moonlight. I hoped
the sound of snow crunching beneath my feet
would not give me away as I hid behind a  car
parked in the front.  I ducked down behind the
left front fender and waited.  Why did this car
have to be so damn small? Trying to hide my sixfoot-three-inch
frame
behind
a  car
I
could
probably flip over by hand would be a  test in
itself.  I continued to listen as the woman talked
to Prodinov’s men. My wounds ached, but I had
no time to cry about it.

“If you don’t have any more questions, I’d
like to get back to my father,” she was saying. She
started to close the door. “I do hope you find the
man you’re looking for. We don’t need criminals
running around out here.”

“Yes, ma’am. Have a good night.” 

She closed the door and the three men, 
bundled in long,  heavy coats to  ward off the
bitter
chill,  stepped down
off
the
porch
and
headed back the way they’d come.

I
emerged
from
behind
the
car
and,
without hesitation, fired. One. Two. Three. Three
shots, three dead Russians.  As I anticipated, they
had let their guard down after talking with the
woman and I made them pay.  Did I feel bad
about ambushing them? Not one bit. They would
have done the same to me.

The door of the cabin flew open. “Oh my
God!” the woman screamed.

She
stared
down
at
the
bodies
in
her
driveway, their blood creating dark pools on the
pristine ice, and then looked at me, her eyes wide
with fear.

“Who  are you? Are you  some kind of
killer? Are you even an American cop?”

Wincing as I bumped my shoulder on the
car as I rose,  I stepped from my hiding place. 

“Yes ma’am,  I am,”  I assured her.
I 
reached into  my jacket pocket and took out my
badge, showing it to her.  “Relax. I’m a good guy. 
Have you ever heard of Alexander Prodinov?”

“Yes,  who  hasn’t?”  she stammered, 
returning her gaze to  the men on the ground. 
“That evil man gave Russians a bad name. He’s a 
vicious serial killer.”

I slowly walked toward her, not wanting
to frighten her more than she already was. “Well,
those men were working for him,” I explained. 
“They were trying to kill me. I am here in Russia 
trying to do the same to him. A few years ago I
was tracking a  serial killer in the United States,
and it turned out to  be Prodinov.  He killed my
brother in my home while he slept.” I paused, 
swallowed
hard.  It
was
always
difficult
to 
remember. “For no reason, other than to prove to 
me how good he was.  One day I will kill him.”

“I’m truly sorry about your brother,” she
said. “But you know killing him won’t bring your 
brother back.”

I was grateful she had saved my life, but I
wasn’t exactly in the mood for a  sermon.  “Of
course
I
know
it won’t bring him back.  My
brother being murdered is just one more reason
for me to do away with this monster. You know
what he is.  He’s killed many people, including
children. He kills for pleasure. The world would
be a better place without him.”

“I understand
what
he
has
done,  but
judgment is not yours,”  she said.  “You  are
bleeding badly.”  She gestured for me to  come
inside. “I used to be a nurse. I can patch you up 
until you can get to a doctor.”

“I need to  get rid of those bodies,”  I
remarked.

“Let’s get you cleaned up first. If you die
those bodies won’t matter so  much will they?” 
she said as she turned to go inside.

I followed and shut the door behind me. I 
settled in a  chair near the fireplace while she
gathered some first aid supplies from under the
kitchen
sink. 
The
cabin
was
small, 
but
comfortably warm. I found myself relaxing.

“You  never answered me earlier.  We
aren’t the most liked here, so why did you help 
me?” 

“Take off your  jacket and shirt,”  she
ordered.

I
did as she
bade
and watched as she
removed packaged squares of gauze from the kit, 
some antiseptic, and a  mesh-like bandage roll,
and focused on cleaning and bandaging my arm. 
It didn’t appear she was going to  answer my
question. I didn’t really care why the woman had
helped me.  I was just glad I was still alive.  I
winced as she worked on me.  She was not the
gentlest nurse I had ever encountered.

“I lived in America  over twenty years
ago,” she finally said. “One day as I was leaving
the supermarket, I had a flat tire. I was stranded
on the side of the road when three men stopped
to help me, or so I thought. They walked over to 
my car. Before I knew it, one of them hit me over
the head. Luckily for me, an off-duty policeman
drove by and saw this. He turned around to come
and help me. He should have waited for help to 
arrive, but he didn’t. He acted bravely, and I owe
my life to him, I’m sure. You are right, too. You 
Americans have many enemies here in Russia. 
You’re lucky you stopped at my cabin.”

So the actions of a good cop I would never
meet, someone who had just been doing his job,
had saved my life here in Russia  two  decades
later.  I didn’t believe in fate or karma, but if I
had, this would be it times two. 

“Well, again, thank you,” I said sincerely. 
“What about the bodies?”

“I will brush your  tracks from the snow
after you leave. I will tell them when they come—
and they will—that I was sleeping and woke to 
the sound of gunshots. I know nothing more.”

She finished patching me up, and I geared
up  to  leave.  Before I left the cabin, I pulled my
notepad
from
my
pocket
and
awkwardly
scribbled a note. She didn’t ask me what I was
doing.  I grasped it in my fingers as I stepped
from the door,  which closed firmly behind me. 
Before I left the yard,  I tucked the message for
Prodinov
into  one
of
the
dead men’s jacket
pockets.  I left it sticking out a  little so  that he
could see it. It read:

One day soon this will be you.

I
slowly
made
my
way
back
to  the
highway,  circling wide around the warehouse
where I’d had my run-in with Prodinov.  Good
thing hitchhiking was as common in Russia  as
back home.  When a compact car pulled over to 
pick
me
up,  I
climbed
in.  The
driver
said
something
about
where I was headed.  Before
tonight it had been a long time since I’d spoken
the language but I muttered, “Airport.”

It took a  while and several rides,  but I
eventually made it within walking distance of the
airport as the sun slowly rose from the east. I was
near frozen, but anxious to get the hell out of the
godforsaken
country.  As
I
walked
down
the
street that would take me into the warm terminal, 
I pulled my phone from my jacket pocket. I had a 
text message from Cap. I accessed it.

Have to cut your vacay short. Child killer here
has everyone up in arms.

Vacation?
Yeah,  right. 
He knew damn
well why I was in Russia. I would have to put my
personal battle on hold for now.

I had allowed my anger to  control my
thinking and underestimated what it would take
to 
kill
Prodinov,  especially
here
in
Russia. 
Revenge had clouded my judgment. 
It might
take me two  months or two  years, but I would
regroup. 
I
had
the
patience
and
the
determination. One day, I would return to Russia 
or wherever my hunt for Alexander Prodinov
took me.  One day we would meet face to  face,
and I would kill him. 
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I sat in my car and watched the officers
working the crime scene.  Some tried to  control
the crowd, while others took photographs of the
vic. 
Even
though
we
were
all
trained
professionals, this murder was horrible – even for
Police. Channels 2, 11 and 13 were here covering
the story. Their news vans lined the street.

Captain
Wilcrest
had
already
warned me that this would be one of the saddest
things I had ever seen.  I had seen some pretty
bad
ones
over
the
years,  so  I
was
mentally
prepared for anything. This vic, Emily Miller, age
eight,  had been kidnapped,  raped,  cut up, and
left
in
the
park like
a  piece of animal meat. 
Wilcrest
was
probably
right,
and
I
was
not
looking forward to it.

I forced myself out of my squad car
and headed across the street to MacGregor Park, 
where her body had been discovered.  Boy was
this becoming quite the mess.  Little Emily was
the
second
kid
killed
here
this
month.  We
definitely had a  serial on our  hands,  or so  it
appeared. 
In
a 
city
the
size
of
Houston, 
narrowing down a suspect was never easy. I had
left Prodinov behind in Russia,  so  I was sure it
wasn’t him,  but that was all I was really sure
about.

As I got close to the body I noticed
fresh tire tracks. From their width and depth, the
set of tire marks appeared to  come from some
sort of van.  The tracks were a  little wider than
those left by your typical SUV. 

“Cap, have someone run a report on
rented vans and cross that
with
people with
medical training.  Start off with a  hundred-mile
radius and let’s see what we get,”  I said as I
walked up behind him.

“Good idea,  David.  Whoever did
this has definitely had medical training. Those
aren’t random cuts.”

I figured as much before I even saw
her body.  I was pretty sure the MO would be
exactly the same as the first, which was good and
bad.  Maybe now we could take suspects in this
case and compare them to  the list created from
the first killing. If we found a match—anything—
we’d catch our first break. Lord knows we could
use one.

“Porter, it’s bad. We gotta catch this
son of a bitch,” a patrolman said as he passed.

As Captain Wilcrest and I strode
closer to  the vic,  I smelled an unusual,  putrid
odor. The smell was so strong, it almost made my
stomach heave,  and I have a  strong stomach.  I
tried to breathe through my mouth. 

“It’s
the
body,”  Wilcrest
commented.  “Whoever did this poured
something all over her little body.” 

“Has the lab finished taking
photos?” I said. “If so,  let’s get her covered up,
please.” 

This murder was horrific. Whoever
did this didn’t need a  trial,  not in my book. 
Probably explained why I was a  cop  and not a 
judge.  Criminals wouldn’t like me as a  judge. 
They would be armless,  handless,  dead .  .  .  or
worse.  This perp  had spared nothing.  He had
even cut on her genitals.  I slipped on a  pair of
latex
gloves,  crouched
down,  and
carefully
turned her onto her side so I could see the back of
her body. It also had been mutilated. 

“What do  we got?”  I asked, 
glancing up at the captain. “You got anything I
can use yet?”  

“No,  not much.”  He shrugged. “A
note was left for you—by the killer, I presume. It
said, ‘More to come, Porter. Blame yourself.’ That
was it.”

“I don’t know what the hell that’s
supposed to mean,” I said, frustrated and angry.

“Well, hopefully you’ll figure it out, 
’cause that’s our  only chance here,
I
think. 
Someone’s calling you  out.  You  get any serious
threats lately? Prodinov, maybe?”

“No. He’s a killer, no  doubt about
that, but this isn’t his style. Something about this
is different. It’s too complex for Prodinov.”

Maybe Prodinov was paying  someone
else, I thought. Maybe I had underestimated what
he was capable of. That was the worst part of it
all. People were dying for no apparent reason. It
was a  game to  these sick assholes, and this was
probably just another. So far, I was eighteen and
zero. No serial had ever called me out and won. 
None.  Prodinov was the only one I had yet to 
bag. Till now.

We kept a close eye on web traffic, 
because there was always lots of chatter there. 
Hell,  Vegas even had a  line going on whether
anyone could elude me for more than five years. 
Prodinov was two years in so far. I had recently
been exposed to  recruitment efforts by the FBI
and CIA, but staying home and around my girls
was important to me—even more so than upping
my
arrest
record
or
enhancing
the
prestige
surrounding my name. I knew I could take some
office job, do it well, and probably enjoy the hell
out of it. But I also knew watching my girls grow
up would only happen once. Maybe after it was
just my wife and me, I would consider a change
of scenery. 

This was the only aspect of my job I
hated.  I didn’t want to  be playing games with
killers, but that’s exactly what everyone else had
made it out to  be.  A cat and mouse game with
people’s lives.  At this point, I didn’t see a way
out.  Hell,  deep  down,  maybe it was a  game to 
me, too. 

End of preview.  
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